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Abstract 

This paper examines the current state of play and trends in social assistance in terms of spending, 
coverage, incidence, benefit size, and poverty reduction impacts using administrative data and 
household survey data from about 70 countries worldwide. This paper is the fourth edition of the 
State of Social Safety Nets Report, following the publications in 2018, 2015, and 2014. It also 
serves as a background paper for the first edition of the State of Social Protection Report 2025: The 
2-Billion-Person Challenge. As a major driver and component of social protection, social assistance 
has made considerable progress in expanding its coverage over the past decade. However, the 
work is still unfinished, as is evident in the persistent gaps in coverage and financing, particularly 
in low-income countries and those affected by fragility, conflict, and violence, where the need for 
support is greater. As a result, the adequacy of benefits remains low, undermining the impacts of 
social assistance in reducing poverty. The paper highlights potential opportunities and priorities 
for further investment to address these challenges and progressively expand the effectiveness of 
social assistance which can better support not only the poor but also broader populations in the 
face of shocks. For example, these include leveraging new technologies, strengthening referrals 
to other programs, and reforming fiscal policies. These investments are relevant and critical to 
make adaptive and integrated social protection systems, covering wider social protection pillars – 
including social insurance, and labor market and employment programs – and to ensure adequate 
social protection support both during normal and crisis periods. 

JEL Codes: D63, H53, I38, J18, O15 

Keywords: Social protection, adaptive social protection, social assistance, social safety nets, 
coverage, incidence, adequacy, spending, financing, poverty reduction, cash transfer, subsidy 
reform. 
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Fact Sheet

The analysis based on sample data highlights the following key facts.

Coverage 

•	 Social assistance expanded over the recent decade by 9 percentage points, reaching 42 percent of 
the total population globally. It benefits 58 percent of the poorest quintile (i.e., the bottom 
20 percent of the population). 

•	 Social assistance coverage represents over four-fifths of all social protection coverage (of 51 percent 
of total population. Social assistance coverage is more than double of social insurance coverage 
(of 19 percent of total population).

•	 Coverage is significantly lower – slightly over one-fifth – in low-income countries (LICs) and 
fragile, conflict, and violence (FCV) settings.

•	 On average, 58 percent of social assistance beneficiaries are female. Cash transfers have a higher 
female share (63-75 percent). 

•	 Rural households have a 10-percentage point higher likelihood of receiving assistance than 
urban households. In terms of beneficiary distribution, social assistance beneficiaries are 
almost evenly split between urban and rural areas due to higher urban population.  

Spending 

•	 Global social assistance expenditure has plateaued at around 1.5 percent of GDP since 2010. 
•	 Social assistance spending represents 28 percent of total social protection spending, at around 

5.3 percent of GDP. Social assistance spending is less than half of social insurance spending, at 
around 3.7 percent of GDP

•	 Social assistance spending is positively correlated with a country’s income level. High-income 
countries allocate more to social assistance (about 2 percent of their GDP or US$495 in per 
capita terms) compared to LICs (0.8 percent of their GDP or US$16 in per capita terms).

•	 Social assistance spending increased by 50 percent during the COVID-19 pandemic years, 
demonstrating its countercyclical nature. By 2022, spending levels have largely returned to pre-
pandemic levels.

iv



vFact Sheet

•	 Around 70 percent of total social assistance expenditures are transferred through cash in the 
forms of social pensions and (un)conditional cash transfers.

•	 Domestic resources are the main source of financing for social assistance globally (67 percent of 
total social assistance spending), particularly in high-income countries that entirely finance their 
social assistance through domestic sources. 

•	 External grants play a primary role in countries that are both LICs and affected by FCV, 
accounting for 77 percent of their social assistance expenditures. 

Adequacy 

•	 For social assistance beneficiaries, program transfers account for 11 percent of their total income 
or consumption which is less than two-fifths of total social protection benefits (27 percent of 
total income or consumption). For poor beneficiaries (i.e., those belonging to the poorest 
quintile), the transfers account for 18 percent of their total income or consumption. By contrast, 
social insurance adequacy is approximately 36 percent of total income or consumption. 

•	 In dollar terms, the average daily benefit amount is about US$1.1 (2017 PPP), translating to 
approximately US$33 per month. Benefits for the poorest quintile are slightly higher at US$1.4 
per day or US$42 per day.

•	 Benefit adequacy significantly varies across countries, ranging from 1 percent to 94 percent of 
total consumption or income of all beneficiaries. 

•	 Benefit adequacy is influenced by social assistance instruments. The most generous is the social 
pension with 17 percent, which is still only almost half the contributory pensions. The adequacy 
of unconditional cash transfers follows next (10 percent).

Poverty Reduction 

•	 Poverty Headcount : Social assistance transfers help 37 percent of extremely poor individuals 
(below US$2.15/day) and 11 percent of relatively poor individuals (bottom quintile) to move 
above their respective poverty lines. This impact is very limited in LICs (0-2 percent) owing to 
the scale and adequacy of programs. 

•	 Poverty Gap : Social assistance reduces the poverty gap by 45 percent for extreme poverty and 20 
percent for relative poverty. The impact is larger (15-39 percent) in higher-income countries and 
regions with bigger coverage and adequacy.

•	 Rural vs urban: The poverty reduction impact is greater in rural areas than urban areas, by a 
6 percentage point for poverty headcount and a 9 percentage point for poverty gap compared to 
urban, reflecting higher coverage and adequacy in rural settings.
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1

As a key pillar of social protection, social assistance plays an indispensable role in helping 
people to cope with poverty and vulnerability. As a non-contributory pillar of social protection 
systems, social assistance interventions or social safety nets focus on poor and vulnerable populations 
who are often unable to afford to join a contributory scheme (that is, social insurance). Social 
assistance has the widest coverage among all types of social protection pillars, especially in low- 
and lower-middle-income countries (LICs and LMICs) and among low-income households. 

Social assistance plays a critical role not only in addressing poverty but also in helping 
households respond to various risks, crises, and shocks. Social assistance has a solid track record 
of contributing to poverty reduction and human capital accumulation through progressive, cost-
effective, and gender-sensitive policy instruments (Andrews, Hsiao, and Ralston 2018; Bastagli 
et al. 2016; Crosta et al. 2024; Light, Nwaobia, and Nwobia 2024; Thota et al. 2024; World Bank 
2018). In recent years, social assistance has become even more essential as a series of natural 
disasters and crises have occurred around the world with higher frequency and intensity. For 
example, during the 2020 pandemic, countries scaled up their social assistance interventions to 
an unprecedented level, including the largest temporary expansion of cash transfers in modern 
history (Gentilini et al. 2022a). 

The world is only halfway to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 
is facing a wake-up call with regard to social assistance. Specifically, SDG-1.3 aims for the 
implementation of nationally appropriate social protection systems for all, with the goal of 
achieving substantial coverage of the poor and the vulnerable by 2030. With only five years to 
that deadline, notable progress in social assistance has been achieved over a few decades. This is 
illustrated by a larger number of national flagship programs, the development of delivery systems, 
and the integration of social protection in many national development strategies. However, the 
analysis from this paper shows that about three in five people worldwide still lack access to social 
assistance. There are clear gaps not only in coverage but also in financing and the adequacy of 
benefits. Globally, investment in social assistance has plateaued at around 1.5 percent of gross 
domestic product (GDP), and the level of social assistance benefits has remained virtually 
unchanged at around 11 percent of their welfare level (pre-transfer) over the past decade.

1
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Continuing with business as usual will be insufficient to address existing gaps and limitations, 
especially in low-income and fragile settings where challenges and needs are greatest. Based on 
current trends, it would take several decades to achieve universal coverage, and it is estimated 
that an additional US$311 billion would be required to lift those in the bottom 20 percent of 
the population out of poverty even after increasing the efficiency of current social assistance 
spending (World Bank 2025). While the challenges are real and difficult to overcome, there 
are also opportunities and innovations that have the potential to accelerate progress, such as 
leveraging new technologies, strengthening referrals to other programs and services, reforming 
fiscal and public financing, and piloting innovative financial mechanisms.

Efforts to strengthen social assistance in adaptive social protection systems show promise and 
a pathway forward. Recent crises have underscored the critical need for countries to have strong 
and adaptive social protection system1 in place that can ensure continued investments, stronger 
institutional collaboration, and effective delivery, even during crisis periods. In some countries, 
together with the country’s foundational systems (for example, ID systems, interoperability, and 
payment systems), large-scale national cash transfer programs have served as the backbone of their 
adaptive social protection systems, backed up by a vision to design and deliver various interventions 
beyond social assistance (for example, those related to health and nutrition, economic inclusions, 
and social services) that can support the resilience and productivity of different populations. 

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 describes the data used in the analyses, namely 
samples from household surveys and administrative data from the World Bank’s global database 
on social protection. Section 3 tracks progress in coverage over time, space (regional distribution 
and urban versus rural areas), and population groups (by income and gender). Section 4 examines 
social assistance spending—its level, its changes over time, its distribution by regions and by 
country-income levels, its instruments, and its sources (domestic versus external). Section 5 
explores the adequacy of social assistance benefits, with some country and program examples. 
Section 6 estimates the impacts on social assistance in reducing poverty and inequality. The paper 
concludes with a set of closing remarks and ways forward.

1.	 See Bowen et al. (2020) for building blocks of Adaptive Social Protection system. 
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The main source of data used for this paper is the Atlas of Social Protection: Indicators of 
Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE), the World Bank’s global social protection and labor 
database. The ASPIRE database consists of administrative program-level data and/or national 
household surveys from 153 countries, which can be used to generate key indicators. The authors 
used two subsets of the ASPIRE database: (a) household survey data from 68 countries,2 for which 
comparable data are available for 2006–2014 and for 2015–2022 and (b) administrative data from 
76 countries for which the latest information was collected for 2017–2022. Administrative data 
are used for analyzing expenditures (Section 4), and other sections (Sections 3, 5, 6 for coverage, 
adequacy, and poverty reduction, respectively) are based on household survey data. Table 2.1. 
presents the distribution of the two sets of data by region and income level. (Note that certain 
regions or income groups [for example, Middle East and North Africa3] have a small sample of 
countries and hence may not be representative of such subcategories. These data challenges call 
for better and more data (see box 1).) Although these two datasets were primarily used for most 
of the analyses presented in this paper, the authors clearly flag any analyses that used different 
data from these base samples. 

2.	 Out of 72 countries used in the State of the Social Protection Report (World Bank 2025), this paper 
uses the data from 68 countries because the four remaining countries did not have information on 
social assistance.

3.	 For example, the household survey data is available for only three countries in the Middle East and 
North Africa region, namely Egypt, the West Bank and Gaza, and Tunisia and therefore may not be 
representative of the entire region.

2
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TABLE 2.1  �Number of Countries Used for the Analysis, by Region and Income Group

The Paper uses administrative data from 76 countries and household survey data from 68 countries.

Region and country income level Countries with 
Administrative data 

Countries with 
Household Survey data 

Overlap

Region

 E ast Asia and Pacific 8 5 3

 E urope and Central Asia 23 15 9

 L atin America and the Caribbean 12 16 9

  Middle East and North Africa 8  3 2

  South Asia 6 6 4

  Sub-Saharan Africa 19 23 8

Income 

 L ow Income Countries 11 10 5

 L ower Middle Income Countries 21 22 10

  Upper Middle Income Countries 31 30 17

 H igh Income Countries 13 6 3

Total 76 68 35

Source: Original table for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity 

(ASPIRE) household survey and administrative data.

BOX 1  �Call for Better and More Data

The analysis presented in the paper highlights the need for more and better data for use in 

programming and decision-making. Good policies need to be based on accurate and reliable data, 

but many information gaps remain, especially in LICs and in FCV settings. There is a need to increase 

the availability, open-accessibility, and relevance of data from both administrative sources and 

household surveys while also improving their quality. The minimum amount of information needed 

for countries to be able to monitor the size, composition, and evolution of their social protection 

systems is the number of beneficiaries of and expenditures on all of their large and medium-sized 

social protection and labor programs, including social assistance interventions. However, there are 

several significant barriers to collecting these kinds of administrative and household survey data in 

many developing countries, including institutional fragmentation, the lack of a clear designation of 

institutional responsibility for monitoring, and the existence of many small, ad hoc, and short-term 

social assistance programs. Therefore, governments will need to make greater systematic efforts 

and investments to gather more and better data going forward.
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Globally, social assistance remains the bedrock of social protection coverage. Social assistance 
reaches over four-fifths of all social protection beneficiaries.4 In LICs, the coverage of social 
assistance is essentially equivalent to the coverage of all social protection,5 but this coverage 
remains low compared to the vastness of the need. Using household survey data from 68 countries 
as its main source, this section discusses the state of social assistance coverage, both historically 
and currently, its distribution by welfare level, and its recent scaling up in response to the shocks. 

3.1 � Substantial Progress Has Been Made in Extending Coverage, but 
There Is Still a Long Way to Go 

Globally, social assistance has expanded across different country contexts—all income levels 
and regions—over the recent decade. Comparing the two periods 2006–2014 (that is, circa 
2010) and 2015–2022 (that is, circa 2020), the proportion of the population that receives social 
assistance increased by 9 percentage points, from 33 percent to 42 percent, based on a sample 
of 68 countries (Figure 3.1). While various factors (such as political economy and leadership, 
institutional capacity, financing, and the social contract) influence the scope of social assistance 
in any given nation, countries at all income levels have managed to substantially increase the 
coverage of their social assistance programs (10 to 15 percentage points), with the exception of 
UMICs where the increase was limited to only 3 percentage points. LICs increased their coverage 
by 10 percentage points (that is, 80 percent increase between circa 2010 and circa 2020) and 
LMICs by 15 percentage points (that is, 60 percent increase). 

4.	 Global social protection coverage is 51 percent, with social assistance contributing the most by far—
42  percent compared to 19 percent for social insurance and 5 percent for the labor market (see 
Figure 2.2 in World Bank 2025). This social assistance coverage contribution rate reduces to two-thirds 
when including social insurance contributors.

5.	 The difference between the coverage of social protection and of social assistance increases with a 
country’s income level. The difference is small in LICs (25 percent and 22 percent) and in LMICs 
(42 percent and 40 percent) and grows to 16 percentage points in UMICs and HICs (see Figure 2.2 in 
World Bank 2025). 

3
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FIGURE 3.1  �Coverage of Social Assistance as a Share of Total Population, 2006–2014 to 

2015–2022 (n = 68 countries)

Global coverage expansion across a variety of contexts and income levels.
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Source: Original figure for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity 

(ASPIRE) household survey data.

Notes: Based on a sample of 68 countries (n = no. of countries). Circa 2010 takes the closest year to 2010 between 

2006 and 2014, and Circa 2020 takes the latest coverage data available between 2015 and 2022. MNA has 

three countries (Egypt, West Bank and Gaza, and Tunisia) and may not be representative of the entire region. 

LIC = Low Income Countries, LMIC = Lower Middle Income Countries, UMIC = Upper Middle Income Countries, 

HIC = High Income Countries, EAP = East Asia and Pacific, ECA = Europe and Central Asia, LAC = Latin America and 

the Caribbean, MNA = Middle East and North Africa. SAR = South Asia Region, SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa.

The creation of national flagship cash transfer programs in many countries has been a hallmark 
of recent decades, which has contributed to the expansion of social assistance coverage. The 
emergence and evolution of cash transfers6 was often prompted by major crisis events such as the 
Asian financial crisis in 1997, the global financial crisis of 2007–2009, the COVID-19 pandemic 
from 2020 to 2021, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, and the inflation crisis of 2022–2023. 
Also, the evolution of cash transfers often occurred in a broader context of social protection 
sector and subsidy reforms, which meant not only the implementation of more progressive cash 
transfers per se but also the establishment and strengthening of country’s delivery systems, which 
can better identify, enroll, manage, and pay to beneficiaries of various social programs beyond 
social protection. 

6.	 Only a few countries globally (Bangladesh, Brazil, and Mexico) had conditional cash transfers in 1997 
(Fiszbein and Schady 2009).
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Although progress has been made, significant coverage gaps persist, especially in LICs.7 
The current reach of social assistance is limited to 42 percent of the total global population 
and 58 percent of those in the poorest quintile based on a sample of 68 countries (Figure 3.2). 
However,  social assistance covers a smaller fraction of the population where the needs are 
greatest, as can be seen by the inverse relationship between poverty incidence and social 
assistance coverage. These two measures—social assistance coverage and poverty rates—diverge 
widely, especially in LICs, where 43 percent of the population is poor, while social assistance 
only covers 22 percent of the population. The fragility, conflict and violence (FCV) status is 
another factor that affects the size of social assistance in LICs and LMICs where its coverage is 
9 to 11 percentage points lower than in their peer non-FCV countries (see Annex Figure A1.2).8 

FIGURE 3.2  �Coverage of Social Assistance as a Share of Total Population and the Poorest 

Quintile and Poverty Incidence, 2015–2022 (n = 68 countries)

Social assistance reaches the fewest people where the need is greatest.
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$2.15, $3.65 and $6.85 are poverty lines for extreme poor, LMICs and UMICs, respectively.

7.	 Around 9 percent and 50 percent of the global population live in extreme poverty and poverty, respectively. 
This means that 712 million people live in extreme poverty (World Bank 2024). Also, while extreme 
poverty is highly concentrated in LICs, poverty—including relative poverty and inequality—persists in 
HICs, underscoring the relevance of social assistance in all country contexts, regardless of their economic 
level. For example, the poverty rate in the countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) ranged from 6 percent to 21 percent in 2022 (OECD 2024).

8.	 Based on data from 32 LICs and LMICs consisting of 9 FCV countries and 23 non-FCV countries. 
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Social assistance is the main pillar of social protection in many countries, but in some high-
income countries, social insurance is the main driver. In Sub-Saharan Africa and South 
Asia, the reach of social assistance is limited to only around 30 percent of the total population 
(and less than half of the poorest quintile). Such low levels of social assistance coverage are a 
concern because these regions also have the lowest rates of social protection coverage, at 38 and 
43 percent, respectively (see World Bank 2025). On the contrary, a similar level of low social 
assistance coverage in Europe and Central Asia countries (33 percent) is less concerning due to 
their extensive social protection reach (84 percent), supported by more mature social insurance 
systems. While Latin American and the Caribbean countries have a similarly high level of social 
protection coverage (84 percent) as Europe and Central Asia countries, their systems are geared 
more toward providing social assistance like the two remaining regions, which is also the case in 
East Asia and the Pacific and in the Middle East and North Africa.

The recent rate of expansion and the current level of coverage imply that it would take several 
decades to achieve universal coverage if nothing were to change (World Bank 2025). Social 
assistance still has a long way to go to fully cover the bottom 20 percent of the population, as more 
than two in five of these people currently have no access to it. The task is even harder in lower-
income countries where the current coverage rate is the lowest and the need (and relevance) for 
social assistance is the highest, far beyond the bottom 20 percent of the population. 

Social assistance continues to prioritize rural areas, with economic growth and urbanization 
directly influencing the distribution of beneficiaries between rural and urban areas. Based on 
the disaggregated data for coverage by rural and urban areas from 60 countries,9 the likelihood 
of rural households receiving social assistance is 10 percentage points higher than that of urban 
households (Figure 3.3a). This rural-urban gap varies between 4 and 14 percentage points 
depending on the country’s level of economy and the region where it is located. However, while 
looking at coverage in terms of absolute numbers (rather than shares), there are more social 
assistance beneficiaries in urban areas than in rural areas, especially in UMICs and HICs, because 
of the higher populations in urban areas,10 resulting from population migrating to cities in search 
of jobs and a better standard of living (Figure 3.3b).11 

9.	 Out of 68 countries with coverage data, 8 countries were excluded either because there were no data on 
the rural population or because the survey sample was small (fewer than 60 households) and non-
representative of the rural or urban population receiving social assistance. 

10.	 For example, Colombia has a population of almost 52 million individuals and is highly urbanized, with 
only 18 percent of its population living in rural areas. Social assistance programs cover around 
52 percent and 25 percent of the rural and urban populations, respectively. Since more than 80 percent 
of the population lives in urban areas, more people receive social assistance in urban areas (11 million) 
than in rural areas (5 million). However, people in rural areas have greater chance of receiving the 
transfer, as one in every two individuals in rural areas is likely to be receiving a transfer compared to 
only one in four individuals in urban areas.

11.	 As of 2021, more than half of the global population live in urban areas, and this trend of urbanization 
is expected to increase to 68 percent by 2050 (UN Habitat 2022). 
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FIGURE 3.3  �Social Assistance Beneficiaries by Urban and Rural Areas and by Level of Urbanization, 2015–2022 

(n = 60 countries)

Social assistance continues to focus on rural poor, while urbanization leads to more beneficiaries in cities.
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Social assistance coverage inversely relates to social insurance, with people in higher-welfare 
categories and higher-income countries benefiting more from social insurance than social 
assistance. Globally, social assistance coverage is more than double of social insurance coverage 
(42 percent versus 19 percent). In short, as countries get richer, the coverage of social protection 
also evolves. To look at the relationship of these two pillars of social protection, Figure 3.4 uses 
data from 61 countries for which distributional information on the coverage of social assistance 
and social insurance were available. The coverage of social assistance decreases as households 
become richer, but social insurance coverage—those who either contribute to or receive benefits 
(for example, pensioners) from the system—has a positive correlation with households’ welfare 
levels. Given that the aggregate of the two rates hovers around 30–40 percent in LICs and 60–70 
percent in LMICs, a significant proportion of their population—across all welfare quintiles—is 
clearly being excluded from any social protection mechanism. In addition, in higher-income 
countries, there is a notable overlap between social assistance and social insurance, indicating 
that many households can avail a mix of different services and benefits when they need.12 The 
point on the welfare distribution at which social insurance reaches more people than social 
assistance does not occur until the top quintile (the richest 20 percent of the population) in 
LICs (see Figure 3.4a), whereas this point gradually and systematically moves down into the 
lower quintiles as a country’s income level rises (see Figures 3.4b, c, and d). For HICs, this is as 
low as the second poorest quintile (see Figure 3.4d). 

FIGURE 3.4  �Coverage of Social Assistance and Social Insurance by Welfare Quintile, 

2010–2022 (n = 61 countries)

Higher welfare means less access to social assistance and more access to social insurance.
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12.	 Governments can strengthen their social protection systems which can provide layered support by 
offering different programs to support individuals and households throughout the life cycle and across 
the income spectrum. This also includes creating pathways for people to access and adjust benefits as 
their needs change (World Bank 2022b).

(continued)
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3.2 � Social Assistance Prioritizes the Poor but Also Benefits the Non-poor 

Overall, social assistance continues to be progressive, favoring poor people, but it also benefits 
the non-poor. Not all social assistance programs are designed to or aimed at reducing poverty.13 
Based on the country’s context, priority, and policy needs, the objectives of these programs 
can vary. For example, they might aim to support specific population categories (such as the 
elderly and people with disabilities), improve food and nutrition security, health and education 
outcomes, or provide emergency or temporary income support. In practice, nearly half of all social 
assistance programs use categorical criteria to select their beneficiaries, whereas household welfare 
assessments are used much less often (see Box 6. in Section 6). As a result, the beneficiaries of 
social assistance tend to be concentrated in the poorest two quintiles, accounting for more than 
half of all beneficiaries, while spreading across all welfare levels (Figure 3.5). This suggests that 
many countries have the scope and potential to better target their social assistance programs to 
reach the poor more effectively, even within existing budget constraints, thereby maximizing the 
impact on poverty reduction (see Grosh et al. 2022 for more information). 

13.	 In addition, perfect targeting with no inclusion and exclusion errors is not feasible. 

FIGURE 3.4  �Coverage of Social Assistance and Social Insurance by Welfare Quintile, 

2010–2022 (n = 61 countries) (continued)



State of Social Safety Nets 2025: Unfinished Mission to Reach the Poor and Beyond12

FIGURE 3.5  �Distribution of Social Assistance by Welfare Quintile, 2015–2022 

(n = 68 countries)

Social assistance primarily focuses on the poor, but also benefits the non-poor including the rich.
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The progressiveness of social assistance depends on a country’s policy objectives and program’s 
targeting performance, with distributional impacts varying substantially by country-income 
level, region, and choice of instrument. For example, the share of social assistance beneficiaries 
from the poorest quintile among total beneficiaries is the highest in Europe and Central Asia 
(37  percent), followed by Latin America and the Caribbean (30  percent), and South Asia 
(30 percent). However, it is only 26–27 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa, and East Asia and the 
Pacific. Of the various social assistance instruments that exist, conditional cash transfers (CCTs) 
and social pensions are the most pro-poor instruments, with fee waivers being one of the least 
pro-poor (Figure 3.6). CCTs—many of which are poverty-targeted—continue to outperform 
other instruments by a wide margin, with 45 percent of beneficiaries being in the poorest quintile, 
and nearly three-quarters of beneficiaries being in the poorest 40 percent of the population.
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FIGURE 3.6  �Distribution of Social Assistance Beneficiaries by Welfare Quintile and Instrument 

Type, 2015–2022 (n = 68 countries)

Pro-poorness significantly varies by instrument, with CCT being a steadfast champion.
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3.3 � Social Assistance is Key to Responding to Various Shocks When 
Anchored by Adaptive Delivery Systems

Other than helping reduce chronic poverty during normal times, social assistance has 
increasingly been playing an important role in protecting people from shocks through 
temporary expansion. During the COVID-19 pandemic, social assistance—particularly 
unconditional cash transfer (UCT) intervention—grew at an unprecedented scale, though the 
magnitude of the temporary assistance provided varied widely across countries (Gentilini et al. 
2022a). Annex Figure A1.1 show the extent to which cash transfer programs were scaled up 
during the COVID-19 pandemic using administrative data. Marin and Palacios (2022) also 
estimate that 1.7 billion people in low- and middle-income countries (or roughly one in five 
people in the world) received emergency assistance payments, over half of them for the first time. 

In several countries, national cash transfer programs have been serving as the backbone 
of adaptive social protection responses. Figure 3.7 depicts the coverage of the flagship 
cash transfer programs in 12 countries plus the coverage of emergency/temporary transfers 
provided during shocks. It shows that these countries have managed both gradual expansions 
in coverage and swift expansions to adapt to crises. While a few countries (such as Ghana 
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and South Africa) gradually increased their coverage, the majority temporarily scaled-up cash 
transfer interventions during COVID-19. Some countries expanded their already existing 
programs (for example, Pakistan), while other countries not only expanded their existing 
programs but also introduced new programs to reach new beneficiaries (for example, Brazil, 
Argentina, and Colombia). Reflecting the nature of the shocks, the scale-up of cash transfers 
from temporary programming was followed by a scale-back in the succeeding years in all these 
countries, except for South Africa, which implemented the Social Relief of Distress Grant 
(R350) and has one of the few known COVID-19 programs that are still active today (at the 
time of writing this report).

FIGURE 3.7  �Coverage of Flagship and Temporary Cash Transfer Programs During Crises, 

2001–2024 (n = 12 countries) 

Investment in delivery systems during normal times was crucial for adaptability during shocks.
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(forthcoming), the World Bank’s price shock tracker (Gentilini et al. 2023), the World Bank’s COVID-19 tracker 

(Gentilini et al. 2022a), the ASPIRE administrative database, and various other sources including government 

agencies, multilateral organizations (such as the IMF, the OECD, and the World Bank), and humanitarian agencies 

(United Nations [UN] global and regional agencies including the UN Economic Commission for Latin America and 

the Caribbean [UNLAC]).

Note: Based on a review of programs in 12 countries (n = no. of countries). 4Ps = Pantawid Pamilyang 

Pilipino Program; AB = Auxílio Brasil; AE = Auxílio Emergencial; AMEN PCT = AMEN Permanent Cash Transfer; 

AUH = Asignación Universal por Hijo para Protección Social; BISP = Benazir Income Support Programme; 

BLT DD = Bantuan Langsung Tunai Dana Desa; CSG = Child Support Grant; CT = Cash Transfer; ECT = Emergency 

Cash Transfer; EEC = Ehsaas Emergency Cash Transfer; FA = Family Allowance; IFE = Ingreso Familiar de 

Emergencia; LEAP = Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty; MFA = Más Familias en Acción; NAF = National 
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PNAFN = Program me National d’Aide aux Familles Nécessiteuses; SAP = Social Amelioration Program; SI = Ingreso 

Solidario; TCT = Temporary Cash Transfer. See Annex 3 for details. 
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To design and provide social assistance, cash transfers in particular, countries have invested 
in delivery systems that can also be used by other programs. Some of these delivery systems, 
such as beneficiary registries, were developed during the initial scale-up phases of cash transfer 
pilots, beginning with the collection of the necessary data. Over time, these countries expanded 
their registries beyond cash transfer programs itself (that is, larger than the program caseload) to 
be used for future program scale-ups or used by other programs by integrating them with other 
databases to expand its coverage and improve assessment and monitoring. For example, when 
the Colombian government created a new cash transfer program, Ingreso Solidario or Solidarity 
Income in response to COVID-19, it pre-set the number of eligible recipients at 3  million 
households who were already registered in the registry but were not benefiting from any of the 
three major already existing programs (Blofield, Lustig, and Trasberg 2021). Argentina and Brazil 
relied on self-targeting and demand-driven mechanisms to reach a large share of households 
not covered by existing social protection schemes, even if they were not included in the existing 
administrative registries. Tunisia, which has a long history of providing cash transfers since the 
1980s, began reforming its social protection following the Arab Spring in 2011, which included 
developing a social registry and revamping its targeting approach. When the pandemic hit, it 
drew on the registry, which only covered the beneficiaries of existing programs. Therefore, in 
parallel, it set up an application platform to reach those in need who were not in the registry, 
particularly the self-employed. Jordan, another country from the MNA region, had established a 
national unified registry with broad coverage and has been modernizing and expanding Takaful, 
its main cash transfer program since 2018. These systems were the backbone of the emergency 
support that it provided during COVID-19 and subsequent crises including inflation, and it 
has now standardized the eligibility criteria for all cash transfer programs. Pakistan, which has a 
dynamic registry as a result of decades of investment, was able to deliver a transfer to 44 percent 
of the population in only 10 days during a catastrophic flood in 2022, which was much faster than 
its COVID-19 transfers, which took about two months to organize and deliver.

Even with little to no infrastructure, some countries were able to set up or scale up emergency 
support successfully. Despite the lack of a social registry, some fragile African countries—
namely the Democratic Republic of Congo, Togo—relatively quickly created welfare-targeted 
cash transfer programs from scratch, leveraging novel data sources, particularly call detail records 
and mobile-phone-based outreach strategy (Okamura, Ohlenburg, and Tesliuc 2024). Building 
upon its previous experience with epidemics, such as Ebola in 2015, Sierra Leone opted for 
more traditional approaches, using the lists of employees to identify beneficiaries for emergency 
transfers, while also leveraging its existing cash transfer programs (Ep Fet Po). 

Efficient payment systems are also key to facilitating the delivery of transfers to recipients. 
Many countries have been making gradual improvements in their financial and payment 
infrastructure which can ensure greater transparency, fiduciary control, financial inclusion, and 
efficiency of cash transfers. And when the pandemic hit, it accelerated the adoption of mobile-
based registration and enrollment, and mobile wallets, facilitated by relaxed KYC (Know Your 
Customer) requirements (Marin and Palacios 2022). For example, during COVID-19 the 
Philippines expedited payments for 11 million beneficiaries of Social Amelioration Program 2 by 
bulk registering them into ‘restricted’ transaction accounts (Cho et al. 2021).14 

14.	 The Social Amelioration Program, a new temporary unconditional cash transfer initiative, was executed 
in two rounds (SAP 1 and 2). It aimed to reach 11 million beneficiaries, including 1.4 million from the 
regular cash transfer program (4Ps).
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Social assistance also played a central role during the recent global inflation crisis in 2022 
and 2023, for which many governments initially adopted subsidies to cushion its impacts. To 
tackle rapidly surging prices in 2022–2023, most countries responded by implementing price 
subsidies on food, fuel, and fertilizer as well as utilities (for example, electricity, water and heating 
services).15 While subsidies were the most common measures adopted initially, their share 
decreased from 79 percent to 36 percent of the total social protection response after five months 
(see Figure 3.8, from April 2022 to September 2022). This decrease was accompanied by the 
increased adoption of more targeted, more effective, and progressive measures—social assistance 
and tax measures together almost doubled from 17 percent to 36 percent over the same period.16

FIGURE 3.8  �Composition of Social Protection Measures in Response to the Inflation Crisis by 

Instrument, 2022–2023 (n = 84–178 countries)

Gradual shift responses from subsidies to social assistance.
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Note: Based on a sample of 84 to 178 countries (n = number of countries). Annex Figure 1.5 shows the breakdown 

by region and income levels.

15.	 After a declining trend in the last couple of years, energy subsidies re-emerged rapidly at much higher 
levels than the pre-COVID-19 period (Gencer and Akcura 2022).

16.	 As the inflation prolonged over several months, the responses gradually shifted to social assistance 
measures (see Figure 3.8). For example, Egypt introduced a total of 17 social protection measures to the 
price shock, including five social assistance measures and six subsidy measures (four food subsidy, one 
fuel subsidy, and one agriculture subsidy). All the subsidy measures, except one, started at the onset of 
the inflation crisis. On contrary, all the social assistance responses came with a time lag of several 
months (that is, mostly in the third and fourth quarter of 2022), except for a horizontal expansion of 
their national flagship cash transfer program (Takaful and Karama) in March 2022. Senegal, which 
implemented eight measures (five were subsidies, two were social assistance, and one was through tax 
measures), followed a similar sequence, starting with subsidies and followed by social assistance 
(Gentilini et al. 2023).



Coverage 17

Furthermore, social assistance has been playing a vital role in supporting subsidy reforms 
more broadly. General subsidies are expensive – an estimated 8 percent of global GDP is 
being spent on fossil fuels, agriculture, and fisheries (Damania et al. 2023). They also tend to be 
regressive as richer households benefit more than poorer ones, besides other negative effects on 
the environment and market. As a part of the government’s efforts to reduce or eliminate such 
harmful subsidies, cash transfers have played an instrumental role in terms of mitigating the 
impacts of price increases, thereby achieving more progressive and sustainable fiscal expenditures 
(Mukherjee et al. 2023) (see Annex 4 for more information on how social assistance supported 
subsidy reforms).

Household survey data are used to quantify the recent changes in social assistance coverage 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic and the inflation crisis. While the expansion of social 
assistance during the pandemic has been well documented, most of these analyses have been based 
on administrative data, which are more widely and frequently available than household survey 
data. To assess and quantify changes in social assistance coverage over time using welfare metrics, 
the analysis used data from 28 countries (out of our 68 sample countries) for which panel data 
was available for two periods: the pre-COVID-19 period (2015–2019) and for the years during 
or after the pandemic (2020–2022) (see Figure 3.9). This restricted sample disproportionally 
consists of Latin American and the Caribbean countries because household surveys are fielded 
more frequently than average in these countries. 

Social assistance was scaled up during or after the pandemic in most countries in different 
ways and to different extents. All but two of the countries in our sample (Mexico and the Kyrgyz 
Republic) expanded their social assistance coverage of the bottom 20 percent of the population 
in a wide range from minimal to almost 70 percentage points. Viet Nam had the largest 
increase, more than tripling their social assistance coverage from 26 percent before COVID-19 
to 93 percent during or after the pandemic. Other countries increased their coverage of their 
poorest quintile of the households by 20–25 percentage points, including Brazil, Burkina Faso, 
and Indonesia. Since living standard measurement household surveys are typically designed to 
capture permanent programs rather than temporary emergency responses, these changes may be 
an indication that countries expanded their mainstream social assistance programs between 2020 
and 2022, rather than attributing them to temporary scale-up. 
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FIGURE 3.9  �Coverage of Social Assistance as a Share of the Poorest Quintile Before and During/After COVID-19, 

2015–2022 (n = 28 countries)

Most countries expanded their social assistance during or after the COVID-19 at different magnitudes.
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BOX 2  �How Social Assistance Promotes Gender Equity

Social assistance programs deliberately foster gender equality in their design. Recognizing the gender gap in 

accessing social services, economic opportunities, and intra-household decision-making power, most social assistance 

programs are intentionally designed to address the gaps and enhance women’s and girls’ capability to meet their basic 

needs, and access essential services and financial resources. For instance, some use gender-related criteria such as 

pregnant women and mothers or female-headed households to target their recipients. Some prioritize adult female members 

of beneficiary households as the recipients of cash transfer payments. The evidence shows that carefully designed social 

assistance programs can enhance women’s empowerment and gender equality outcomes, including access to finance, 

giving them more agency at the household and community levels and increasing their labor force participation (Peterman 

et al. 2024; Gavrilovic et al., 2022). 

Cross-country analysis using household and administrative information from the ASPIRE database confirms that 
social assistance programs are gender-responsive. On average, the proportion of female recipients of social assistance 

programs is 58 percent according to household survey data (see below table) and 68 percent17 according to administrative 

data. In the household survey data, the proportion of women recipients in LICs and LMICs tends to be around 50 percent, 

whereas the share jumps to around 60 percent for UMICs and HICs. In regional terms, South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and 

the Middle East and North Africa hover just above 50 percent, while the shares in Latin America and the Caribbean, Europe 

and Central Asia, and East Asia and the Pacific range from 57 to 65 percent. 

Proportion of Female Recipients of Social Assistance Programs (N = 214 programs from n = 43 countries)

Almost three-fifths of social assistance recipients are female.

Income level %

LICs 49.9

LICS 52.5

UMICs 59.5

HICs 60.7

Total 57.6

Region %

EAP 61.7

ECA 57.1

LAC 59.8

MNA 64.5

SAR 52.2

SSA 51.2

Total 57.6

Source: Original table for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) 

household survey data.

Note: Based on sample of 214 programs (N = no. of programs) in 43 countries (n = no. of countries), which is a subset of 

68 countries, for which information by gender was available. On average, 63 percent of the social assistance programs 

have proportions of female recipients ranging from 40 to 60 percent. About one-third of programs have a female share 

over 60 percent, with 12 percent even exceeding 80 percent. Only 7 percent of the programs have a female recipient share 

below 40 percent of total beneficiaries. LIC = Low Income Countries, LMIC = Lower Middle Income Countries, UMIC = Upper 

Middle Income Countries, HIC = High Income Countries, EAP = East Asia and Pacific, ECA = Europe and Central Asia, LAC = 

Latin America and the Caribbean, MNA = Middle East and North Africa. SAR = South Asia Region, SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa. 

17.	 Based on a sample of 39 active social assistance programs (UCT, CCT, Public Works, and social pension) from administrative 
data in 39 countries containing coverage/expenditure data from 2015 onwards.

(continued)
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The type of program also influences the gender balance. CCT programs average 74.8 percent of beneficiaries who 

are female, followed by UCTs (62.9 percent). In nearly half of the CCTs, more than 80 percent of beneficiaries are female. 

The female share is around 55 percent for public works and fee waivers, depending on the type. Typical labor-intensive 

public works tend to have a larger share of male recipients due to the need to lift heavy weights. The gender distribution 

for social pensions, and food and in-kind transfers is 53.3 percent and 52.6 percent, respectively, depending on each 

program’s objective and target groups. The female share is below 50 percent for school meals (48.7 percent) as the gender 

distribution depends on school enrollment. 

Share of Female Recipients, by Instrument Type (N = 214 programs from n = 68 countries)

CCTs have the highest share of female recipient.
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household survey data.

Note: Based on sample of 214 programs (N = no. of programs) across 43 countries, which is a subset of 68 countries. 

CCT = Conditional Cash Transfer, UCT = Unconditional Cash Transfer.

BOX 2  �How Social Assistance Promotes Gender Equity (continued)
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Globally, countries spend an average of almost 5.3 percent of their GDP on social protection, 
of which 1.5 percent is spent on social assistance, 3.7 percent on social insurance, and only 
0.2 percent on labor market programs (Figure 4.1a). Social assistance spending has remained 
essentially unchanged at this level since 2012, even though it increased temporarily in response 
to different crises. This means that there is a huge financing gap compared to need, particularly in 
LICs and MICs. Looking at financing together with coverage, social assistance reaches many more 
people (for much less expenditure) than social insurance. Social assistance coverage is double of 
that of social insurance (42 percent versus 19 percent of total population) yet contributory social 
insurance expenditure accounts for almost two and half times the social assistance spending. To a 
large extent, this reflects the evolution of social protection expenditures as countries grow richer 
(Banerjee et al. 2024).

This section presents an analysis of social assistance expenditure from 2017 to 2022. The sample 
for this analysis consists of the 76 countries for which comprehensive expenditure information 
was available on their social assistance programs in the ASPIRE administrative database. The 
sample contains 1,244 social assistance programs, which translates to an average of 16 programs 
per country. As can be seen in Table 4.1, the most popular instrument is the UCT, which is 
implemented in nearly 90 percent of the countries for various objectives and target groups, 
followed by social pension, and food and in-kind transfers are each used in nearly 65 percent of 
the countries. Public works and fee waivers are each used by around 60 percent of the sample 
countries.

TABLE 4.1  �Number of Social Assistance Programs included in the ASPIRE administrative 

Database (N = 1,244 programs from n = 76 countries)

A diverse array of social assistance instruments totaling over 1,200 programs from 76 countries.

Social assistance category Number of programs Number of countries

Unconditional cash transfers 432 (35%) 69 (91%)

Conditional cash transfers 47 (4%) 29 (38%)

Social pensions 162 (13%) 49 (64%)

4

Spending

(continued)
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Social assistance category Number of programs Number of countries

Public works 55 (4%) 43 (57%)

Food and in-kind 116 (9%) 49 (64%)

School feeding 39 (3%) 34 (45%)

Fee waivers 108 (9%) 45 (59%)

Others social assistance 90 (7%) 37 (49%)

Social care 117 (9%) 37 (49%)

Non-Contributory Health Insurance 78 (6%) 37 (49%)

Total 1,244 76

Source: Original table for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity 

(ASPIRE) administrative data.

Note: Based on a sample of 76 countries (n = no. of countries). UCT includes Poverty targeted programs, 

Family, child or orphan allowance; Funeral grants, burial allowance; Emergency support (including support for 

refugees and migrants); Public charity (including Zakat). Social pensions are for the elderly, survivors, persons 

with disabilities, veterans. Public works are also often called cash-for-work, food-for-work (including food-for-

training), and food-for-assets. Food and in-kind transfers also include food stamps, rations, and vouchers; nutrition 

programs; school supplies; in-kind or non-food emergency support; and other in-kind transfers. Fee waivers are for 

health and education, food subsidies, housing, utilities, electricity, agriculture inputs, and transportation benefits. 

Others consists of scholarships, education, benefit transfers for caregivers, and tax exemptions. 

4.1 � Relative Spending on Social Assistance Has Remained 
Virtually Unchanged 

Global social assistance spending has plateaued at around 1.5 percent of GDP since 2010.18 
Using the 2022 expenditure data from 72 countries, Figure 4.1a shows that the average spending 
on social assistance has remained at around 1.5 percent of GDP, which amounted to 28 percent 
of total social protection expenditures in 2022. The level of social assistance spending varies 
significantly across countries, by both region and income level. Countries in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, and Europe and Central Asia allocate similar levels of GDP (1.9–2.0 percent), 
although social assistance spending as a share of social protection budget is much lower in ECA 
(20 percent) than in LAC (31 percent). This reflects the greater role played by social insurance in 
ECA. Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and East Asia and the Pacific spend less than the global 
average at 0.8 percent, 1.2 percent, and 1.3 percent of GDP, respectively. By income level, HICs 
and UMICs spend 1.7–2.0 percent of their GDP on social assistance, while LICs and LMICs 
spend only around 0.8–1.0 percent. 

The average per capita global spending on social assistance is US$244 per year, with high 
heterogeneity across income level. Figure 4.1.b presents per capita spending defined as annual total 
spending divided by the total population of each country (not the total number of beneficiaries) 
expressed in US$ 2017 purchasing power parity (PPP). HICs invest over 30 times more than LICs 
(US$495 versus US$16) per capita, while LMICs spend US$66 and UMICs spend US$331. 

18.	 Based on the World Bank’s second edition of the State of Safety Net report in 2015 (Honorati, 
Gentilini, and Yemtsov 2015), with the caveat that the sample countries in the current report and the 
2015 report are different. 

TABLE 4.1  �Number of Social Assistance Programs included in the ASPIRE administrative 

Database (N = 1,244 programs from n = 76 countries) (continued)
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FIGURE 4.1  �Social Assistance Spending as a Share of GDP and in Absolute Per Capita Amount in 2017 US dollar PPP, 

2022 (n = 72 countries)

Social assistance investment has been stagnant at 1.5 percent of the GDP over the past decade.
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Source: Original figure for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) administrative data.

Notes: Based on a sample of 72 countries (n = no. of countries), which is a subset of 76 countries. LIC = Low Income Countries, LMIC = Lower 

Middle Income Countries, UMIC = Upper Middle Income Countries, HIC = High Income Countries, EAP = East Asia and Pacific, ECA = Europe and 

Central Asia, LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean, MNA = Middle East and North Africa. SAR = South Asia Region, SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa. 

4.2 � Spending Is Countercyclical

In 2020 and 2021, countries scaled up their social assistance spending countercyclically to 
support their populations during the global pandemic and related economic shocks. The global 
average of social assistance spending increased by 50 percent, from 1.4 percent before COVID-
19 (2019 or before) to 2.2 percent during the pandemic either in 2020 or 2021 (see Figure 4.2). 
In 2022, it fell back to 1.5 percent, which was only just slightly higher than the pre-pandemic 
level. This inverted U-shaped trend is consistent across regions and country income groups. 
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Among the sample of 76 countries, those in the East Asia and the Pacific, and Latin America 
and the Caribbean regions more than doubled their social assistance budgets at the peak of the 
pandemic compared to before COVID-19, whereas the increases were more moderate (ranging 
from 33 to 55 percent) in other regions. 

Wealthier countries (HICs and UMICs) had higher levels of social assistance spending before 
the pandemic, and their marginal increase during the COVID-19 period was also larger than 
developing countries. HICs and UMICs increased their social assistance budgets by more than 
1 percentage point of their GDP, while the rise in LICs and LMICs was limited to 0.4 to 0.6 
percentage points of their GDP. Even though the change in absolute terms was small, LICs increased 
their budget allocation to social assistance by 75 percent, marking the highest jump among all 
country income groups. While there are many different complex determinants of a country’s social 
assistance budget envelope (including political will and socioeconomic factors), there was a stronger 
correlation between the social assistance budget and the country’s income level during the pandemic 
years compared to before the pandemic during normal times (see Annex Figure A1.6 and A1.7). 

FIGURE 4.2  �Social Assistance Spending Before, During, and After COVID-19, 2017–2022 (n = 72–76 countries)

Social assistance scaled up and reversed back, serving as stabilizers during the pandemic.
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Countries temporarily scaled up their social assistance provision both by adapting existing 
programs and by establishing new or exceptional programs equally. As the pandemic began in 
2020, existing programs in many countries not only continued to support their existing beneficiaries 
but were also able provide them additional benefits and support new beneficiaries whether by 
vertical expansion, horizontal expansion, administrative adaptation, or some combination of these. 
In parallel, many countries delivered temporary support by creating new programs. Out of the 
increase in social assistance expenditure in 2020 (0.6 percentage points), more than half resulted 
from the expansion or adaptation of existing programs, with the remaining half being spent on 
new temporary measures. These temporary or exceptional measures had almost vanished by 2022 
(0.04 percent of GDP) as the world emerged from the pandemic (see figure 4.3).
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FIGURE 4.3  �Social Assistance Spending on Existing and Temporary Programs by Year, 

2017–2022 (n = 72–76 countries)

Countries leverage existing platforms for temporary expansion of social assistance.
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respectively (n = no. of countries).

Furthermore, the level and scale of the budgets that countries allocated to social assistance 
during the COVID-19 pandemic varied widely. Figure 4.4 presents countries’ annual social 
assistance spending between 2017 and 2022. The elevated level of social assistance expenditure 
during the pandemic is clear and consistent in most countries.19 Out of a total of 76 countries, 16 
countries20 more than doubled their social assistance spending during COVID-19 compared to 
2019, although most of these countries had been spending less than the global average on social 
assistance in 2019 (1.34 percent as seen in Figure 4.3). For example, Chile and Mongolia more 
than tripled their social spending during the pandemic. Chile spent the highest share of GDP on 
social assistance (11 percent) in 2021 to finance two new emergency unconditional cash transfers. 
Mongolia scaled up its social assistance spending from 1.8 percent in 2019 to 6.8 percent in 2021, 
mostly attributed to the scale-up in the flagship Child Money program and a new one-off transfer 
program to citizens during lockdown (called One-time MNT300K).21 In addition, Liberia, which 
spent a negligible amount on social assistance before COVID-19 (0.04 percent of its GDP) 
allocated 0.7 percent during the pandemic. The majority of the financing for Liberia’s measures was 
provided by external partners and was used to implement a new in-kind transfer to the vulnerable 
population, in combination to more than tripling their national cash transfer program. 

19.	 This trend is evident in 69 out of 76 countries. The remaining countries either reduced their social 
assistance spending or maintained it at the same level. For example, Hungary, an HIC, maintained its 
spending level during the pandemic compared to the level in 2019. This was also the case in the Central 
African Republic and Zimbabwe, which are an LIC and an LMIC, respectively.

20.	 Azerbaijan, Brazil, Chile, the Dominican Republic, Ethiopia, Indonesia, Liberia, Malaysia, Mongolia, 
Morocco, Nigeria, Pakistan, Panama, Peru, the Philippines, and Tonga spent above the global average in 2019.

21.	 The expenditure on the flagship Child Money program increased from 0.6 percent in 2019 to 3 percent 
of the GDP during the pandemic, plus expenditure on the new one-off program accounted for 
2.3 percent of the GDP.
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FIGURE 4.4  �Country-level Social Assistance Spending as a Share of GDP by Year, 2017–2022 

(n = 72–76 countries)

Spending levels during COVID-19 increased but there are significant variations across countries.
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Following the scaling-up of spending during the crisis, most countries seem to have returned 
to their pre-COVID-19 investment levels. Around three-quarters of the countries that scaled 
up their social assistance spending during the pandemic (2020 and 2021) have scaled back their 
spending levels closer to their pre-COVID-19 levels (including Pakistan, Indonesia, Tajikistan, 
and Tunisia). However, higher spending continued after the pandemic in around one-quarter 
of the countries (including Iraq, Jordan, Mauritania, Mexico, Moldova, Montenegro, Rwanda, 
Tonga, and Uzbekistan22), albeit with a smaller increase between 2021 and 2022.

4.3  Social Assistance Spending is Dominated by Cash-based Interventions

Cash transfers receive the most resources, followed by social pensions, with some emerging 
insights. Figure 4.5 shows how countries allocate their social assistance budgets to different 
instruments. Globally, around 70 percent of total social assistance spending is disbursed through 
the three top cash-based instruments (notably UCT, CCT, and social pensions), with nearly half 
of the budget is disbursed through cash transfers while recently, there has been a shift away from 
CCTs to UCTs. The proportion of UCTs has jumped in recent years, while that of CCTs has 
decreased. This reflects the need for more temporary income support for broader segments of 
the population in recent years, particularly because of COVID-19 and inflation. For instance, in 
Europe and Central Asia, cash transfers are now almost all unconditional. This is a noteworthy 
change since the last edition of the World Bank’s State of Safety Nets report in 2018 (World 
Bank 2018), which showed that ECA spent 36 percent of their social assistance expenditure on 
UCTs and 10 percent on CCTs, with the caveat that the 2018 report and this paper used different 
countries in their analyses.

Social pensions continue to be vital not only for the low-income elderly population but also 
for families with special needs including those with disabilities (see Box 3). This is reflected in 
their one-quarter share of global social assistance spending. Social pensions are the second largest 
social assistance budget item in countries of all income levels and regions except in LICs, in the 
Middle East and North Africa, and in Sub-Saharan Africa where spending on food aid and 
in-kind transfers exceed spending on cash transfers. Furthermore, public works continue to play 
an important role in supporting households, particularly in South Asia (19 percent) and also in 
Sub-Saharan Africa and Europe and Central Asia (7–9 percent). Historically, public works have 
been allocated much lower spending from the social assistance budget (0–9 percent) and have 
been more prevalent in LICs and in the SSA region (18 percent and 10 percent, respectively). 
Last but not least, social care services23 have been on the rise over the past years in middle- and 
high-income countries. While its share is still small (3 percent globally), this is a growing trend 
particularly in the Middle East and North Africa, Europe and Central Asia, and Latin America 
and the Caribbean. 

22.	 Given that the analysis is based on the data till 2022, the trend of higher spending post-pandemic does 
not necessarily hold, including for these example countries, as of writing. 

23.	 Social care services can consist of a variety of social and care services (non-cash interventions) to 
support individuals through the life cycle including vulnerable families and families with special needs 
(for example, illness, disabilities). 
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FIGURE 4.5  �Composition of Social Assistance Spending by Instrument, 2022 (n = 72 countries)

More than 70% of social assistance spending are disbursed through cash-based programs.
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FIGURE 4.6  �Share of Social Assistance Spending Allocated to Each Instrument, All Countries 

versus Only Those Countries that Use the Instrument (n = 72 countries)

Countries implementing CCT, in-kind transfers, and health fee waivers spend 13-15 percent of their 
social assistance spending on each instrument.
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BOX 3  �Who Benefits from Social Pensions?

Social pensions support a range of policy 
objectives and target populations. The 

figure on the right shows their main target 

groups based on 162 social pension programs 

recorded in the ASPIRE administrative 

database. There are three main target groups, 

which together account for at least 85 percent 

of recipients. These groups are (a) people with 

disabilities (32 percent), (b)  the elderly (27 

percent), and (c) war veterans and survivors 

(24 percent). While some programs specifically 

target caregivers, they are mainly those who 

are taking care of elderly family member(s) or 

people (including children) with disabilities.

Types of Social Pension (N = 162 programs from n = 49 countries)

Social pensions have various objectives or target groups.

Civilian war invalids/victims;
Martry, war, survivors, veterans

Disabled
Elderly and disabled

Elderly
Caregiver
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Miscellaneous

32

27
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9

Source: Original figure for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection 
Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) administrative data.
Notes: Based on a sample of 162 programs in 49 countries, which is a subset 
of 76 countries.
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4.4 � There Are Stark Contrasts in Financing Outlook Affected by 
Country Income and (Un)stability Levels

This subsection examines a relatively unexplored topic on how social assistance programs are 
financed. The analysis is based on a sample 627 programs24 in 65 countries for which data are 
available on their sources of financing, combining two sources. One is the ASPIRE database and 
the other is information shared from four UN agencies as part of the Tesliuc et al. (forthcoming) 
to obtain a better picture of humanitarian assistance programs in FCV countries. Out of these 
65 countries, 59 countries are part of 76 countries of our ASPIRE sample, while six countries 
were additionally introduced.25 In the interest of simplicity, the financing sources are classified in 
three broad categories: (a) grants (labeled as ‘external’); (b) others (labeled as ‘domestic’), which 
consist of general revenue, earmarked funding, and concessional loans;26 and (c) a combination 
of the two. The analysis presented in this subsection is adapted from an upcoming publication 
(Tesliuc et al., forthcoming) which provides additional information. 

Most countries use domestic resources to fund at least two-thirds—potentially closer to four-
fifths—of their total social assistance budgets, indicating concrete national commitment 
(Figure 4.7). In other words, grant financing from international donor agencies provides 
only 21  percent of the social assistance budget, while the remaining 12 percent consists of a 
combination of domestic and external sources. 

Income level is a strong determinant of how countries fund their social assistance programs. 
HICs fully finance their social assistance programs on their own without any external financing 
defined as grant appropriation. The share of domestic resource used is also notably high for MICs—
at least 85–86 percent in non-FCV countries and 59–66 percent in FCV settings.27 However, this 
percentage decreases sharply in LICs (33 percent in non-FCV countries and only 7 percent in 
FCV countries). LICs rely heavily on grants, for example, from donor organizations or NGOs, 
as their main source of financing for their social assistance programs. As an LIC becomes more 
economically developed, its reliance on these funding sources falls or disappears, except for the 

24.	 Including 57 programs which were funded by four humanitarian agencies (the Food and Agriculture 
Organization [FAO], United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UHCR], United Nations 
Children’s Fund [UNICEF], and the World Food Programme [WFP]) in 16 FCV countries. 
Exclusively for this analysis, the data on these 57 programs were appended to ASPIRE’s administrative 
database to provide a more holistic picture on financing. None of these 57 programs exist in the 
ASPIRE database. Of these 16 FCV countries, 10 countries are part of our ASPIRE administrative 
sample of 76 countries, and 6 countries were newly introduced. 

25.	 Mali, Mozambique, Myanmar, Somalia, Syria, and the Republic of Yemen. 

26.	 Tesliuc et al. (forthcoming) presents more detailed results and discussions, including the breakdown of 
domestic financing sources by general revenue, earmarked funding, and concessional loans. ‘Earmarking’ 
here means setting aside a specified amount to finance social assistance programs. Concessional loans 
that offer favorable terms (by rate and duration) are provided by various entities, including government 
agencies, international financial institutions, development banks, private sector investors, 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and donors. We classified concessional loans as domestic 
resources, given that governments often integrate the loan and the repayment requirement into their 
public financing, national budget processes, and fiscal policy. 

27.	 Under the World Bank’s 2023 classification, 17 countries experienced conflict. However, South Sudan 
was excluded due to the unavailability of GDP data.
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significantly larger provision of grants to UMICs compared to LMICs in FCV settings. By region, 
Sub-Saharan African countries rely heavily on grants for at least half of their social assistance 
spending, while countries in the Middle East and North Africa and in South Asia finance at least 
32 percent and 23 percent, respectively, of their social assistance spending from grants.

LICs and MICs affected by fragility, conflict, and violence receive a high proportion of grants 
from the international community to complement their limited domestic capacity to fund 
social assistance. Estimates show that 59 percent of the extreme poor around the world will be 
concentrated in FCV-affected countries by 2030 (World Bank 2024). Currently, FCV countries 
are receiving a much larger influx of grants (money without repayment obligations) to fund their 
social assistance—and humanitarian assistance—programs than non-FCV countries in the same 
country income group. For example, in LICs, full grants account for 77 percent of total social 
assistance spending in FCV countries compared with 10 percent in non-FCV countries.

FIGURE 4.7  �Composition of Social Assistance Spending by Financing Source, 2017–2022 

(N = 627 programs from n = 65 countries) 

Income level and FCV are two key determinants of social assistance financing patterns.
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Source: Adapted from Tesliuc et al. (forthcoming) using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) administrative data 

and additional data from UN agencies.

Note: Based on a sample of 627 programs in 65 countries. Of this sample, 59 countries were part of our ASPIRE sample, while an additional six 

countries were added exclusively for this analysis. See footnote 24 for more info. LIC = Low Income Countries, LMIC = Lower Middle Income Countries, 

UMIC = Upper Middle Income Countries, HIC = High Income Countries, EAP = East Asia and Pacific, ECA = Europe and Central Asia, LAC = Latin America 

and the Caribbean, MNA = Middle East and North Africa. SAR = South Asia Region, SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa. FCV = Fragile, Conflict and Violence. 
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BOX 4  �Who Are the Implementers of Social Assistance Programs?

Government agencies are responsible for implementing most social assistance programs globally, while 
UN agencies also play a key role as implementors, especially in FCV-affected countries. The table below 

shows the distribution of 731 programs based on their implementing agency, as the sustainability of social assistance 

programs can differ, depending on the implementing arrangement and the level of government leadership and/or of 

the integration of these programs into the national systems. As is the case with funding agencies, in non-FCV setting, 

governments implement all the programs, either independently (as in HICs) or in collaboration with other agencies 

outside the government (in the case of MICs and LICs). In FCV settings, UN agencies not only provide funding but also 

support as implementers with a strong presence in the field. They directly deliver close to half of the 731 programs, 

mostly in low-income FCV countries, but they also implement around 25–30 percent of programs in middle-income 

FCV countries as well. In FCV countries, governments implement more programs than they fund, which means that 

programs funded by external resources are implemented by either external partners or the government. Notably, in 

FCV countries, governments or authorities operate at least nearly half to three-quarters of social assistance programs.

Composition of Social Assistance Program by Implementing Agencies (N = 731 programs 
from n = 65 countries)

Governments play a central role in implementing social assistance with support from partners.

Implementation agency

LICs LMICs UMICs HICs Total

FCV
(N = 115)

Non-FCV
(N = 22)

FCV
(N = 53)

Non-FCV
(N = 134)

FCV
(N = 35)

Non-FCV 
(N = 274)

Non-FCV
(N = 98)

(N = 731)

Government 46% 91% 75% 93% 54% 97% 100% 85%

Others (for example, UN 

agencies, NGOs, private 

sector, foundations)

43% 23% 1% 29% 0% 10%

Combination 10% 9% 2% 5% 17% 3% 5%

Grand Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Source: Original table for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) 

administrative data.

Note: Based on a sample of 731 programs (n = number of programs) in 65 countries. Of this sample, 59 countries were 

a part of our ASPIRE sample, while an additional six countries were added exclusively for this analysis. See footnote 24 

for more information. LIC = Low Income Countries, LMIC = Lower Middle Income Countries, UMIC = Upper Middle Income 

Countries, HIC = High Income Countries. UN = United Nations, NGO = Non-Governmental Organization. 
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As discussed earlier, social assistance covers twice as many people as social insurance with 
half the resources. This means that the per-beneficiary amount provided by non-contributory 
social assistance programs are much smaller than that of contributory social insurance benefits. 
Globally, the adequacy of social protection programs averages to 27 percent of the total welfare 
of its beneficiaries, with social assistance programs only providing just over one-fourth of the 
average adequacy of social insurance programs (11 percent vs. 36 percent)(World Bank 2025). 

This section assesses the adequacy of social assistance programs using household survey data 
from 54 countries (out of a sample of 68 countries). The remaining 14 countries either do not 
have any data on the monetary value of the benefits provided by their social assistance programs 
or do not have a sufficient number of beneficiary households.

BOX 5  �How to Set the Benefit Amounts of Social Assistance Programs?

In principle, social assistance programs set their benefit amounts high enough to incentivize 
the target population to participate but not too high to cause any unintended consequences, 
including disincentives to work. There is no scientific cut-off point or shared consensus to define 

‘appropriate’ or ‘adequate’ levels of social assistance benefits, and social assistance transfers are 

not always sufficient to lift all poor beneficiaries out of poverty. In reality, the benefit level is also 

influenced by program objectives and availability of budget. As a guide for ‘large’ transfers, some 

studies suggest that around 20–30 percent of the beneficiaries’ income or consumption and a much 

higher proxy are used for ‘big push’ transfers in the context of economic inclusion interventions. So, 

the bottom line is that the cut-off choice is somewhat arbitrary. 

Furthermore, it is rare for social assistance programs to systematically revise benefit 
amounts over time, unlike social insurance which are more likely to have an automatic mechanism 

to adjust the benefit amount based on the price index, wages, or other macroeconomic indicators 

(Gentilini et al. 2024). The lack of such a mechanism weakens the effectiveness of social assistance 

benefits due to the erosion of their purchasing power over time. In the context of high inflation 

and currency depreciation, implementers of social assistance programs, whether governments 

or development partners, are increasingly exploring better mechanisms to adjust the level of the 

benefits for cash-based programs. 

5

Adequacy 
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As in the case of coverage and financing, little progress has been made in increasing the 
adequacy of social assistance benefits. Benefit levels remain low in LICs, particularly in Sub-
Saharan Africa and South Asia. Figure 5.1 shows the adequacy of social assistance transfers as 
captured in household surveys from 54 countries, with values being calculated as a share of 
beneficiaries’ daily post-transfer welfare.28 Social assistance adequacy is calculated for two 
reference groups: one for the total beneficiaries and another for beneficiaries belonging to the 
poorest 20 percent of the population (Q1). This means that the benefit of a given monetary 
amount can have a higher ‘adequacy’ for Q1 beneficiaries than for total beneficiaries, given that 
‘adequacy’ is defined as a share of their total income or consumption.

On average, globally, the adequacy of social assistance has not changed much since 2010.29 For 
the Q1 beneficiaries, social assistance benefits account for 18 percent (or one-fifth) of their total 
welfare measured by either income or consumption (Figure 5.1). However, this average masks 

28.	 Adequacy is defined as the percentage of transfer amounts received by beneficiaries of a group relative 
to the total welfare of the beneficiaries of that group, with the quintile distribution being based on the 
post-transfer welfare aggregate.

29.	 Based on the World Bank’s State of Safety Net report in 2015 (Honorati et al. 2015), with a caveat that 
the sample countries in the current report and the 2015 report are different. 

FIGURE 5.1  �Social Assistance Adequacy for Total Beneficiaries and for Beneficiaries in the Poorest Quintile, 

2015–2022 (n = 54 countries)

Social assistance adequacy accounts for almost one-fifth (and one-tenth) of total welfare for the beneficiaries in the poorest 
quintile (and for total beneficiaries).
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the wide variation that exists across countries, ranging from a minimum of 1.1 percent (in Côte 
d’Ivoire) to a maximum of 93.6 percent (in Georgia). The adequacy of benefits for all recipients 
(the total population of beneficiaries) is 11 percent (or around one-tenth) of their total welfare, 
and this too varies, though not as widely, from a minimum of 0.7 percent (in Colombia) to a 
maximum of 55.2 percent (in The Gambia). LICs and LMICs have particularly low adequacy, 
about half of the global average,30 with a large disparity to the rest, but the benefit level of social 
assistance increases with the income level of the country. 

In dollar terms, on average, the daily amount that beneficiary households receive from social 
assistance is about US$1.1 per day in 2017 PPP (Figure 5.2a). This daily amount translates into 
about US$33 per month. There are substantial variations across countries, ranging from US$0.10 
(in Bangladesh, Cameroon, Colombia, Eswatini, Guinea, and Malawi) to US$4.80 (in Mauritius). 
Furthermore, the social assistance benefit amount received by beneficiaries in the poorest quintile 
is slightly higher at US$1.4 per day (Figure 5.2b) than the US$1.1 per day for all beneficiaries. 
This may indicate that certain social assistance programs might favor poorer households (for 
example, these households might be entitled to the benefits of more social assistance programs 
or the programs might offer higher benefits to poorer households based on their characteristics, 
such as household size).

There is a sign, albeit small, that benefits have been increasing in adequacy over recent years, 
but it is still premature to determine whether this increase will be permanent. Figure 5.3 
compares the adequacy of social assistance benefits before COVID-19 (2017–2019) and during 
or after COVID-19 (2020–2022) based on a restricted sample of 23 countries (with a high 
concentration of Latin American countries) for which household surveys exist for both periods. 
In the interest of assessing the extent of adjusting the benefits of social assistance, responding to 
a series of crises since 2020, the maximum adequacy figure from 2020-2022 is compared with 
the adequacy before 2020 (using the latest from 2015 to 2019). All but five of these countries 
increased the adequacy of their social assistance benefits by a varying degree, ranging from 2–30 
percentage points. Five countries in particular—Colombia, Thailand, Costa Rica, Brazil, and 
Burkina Faso—more than doubled the adequacy of their social assistance, and six other countries 
(Argentina, Armenia, Bolivia, Panama, Viet Nam, and the Dominican Republic) increased 
adequacy by at least 50 percent. While these increases could be due to the temporary expansion 
of social assistance during the latter period of the global pandemic, they might also indicate that 
the level of social assistance benefits is on an upward trend, given that household surveys tend to 
capture more permanent and regular programs. Finally, during the same period, adequacy declined 
in five countries in the sample—Bangladesh, Mexico, Paraguay, Senegal, and Ukraine—ranging 
from small to significant decreases. Again, these results are based on a restricted sample to assess 
the maximum increase in social assistance benefits during 2020-2022, therefore additional and 
updated data is required to examine further the latest trends of social assistance adequacy.31 

30.	 Among LICs, the adequacy was particularly high for one country, namely Gambia. Excluding Gambia, 
the adequacy for total social beneficiaries was 7 percent (instead of 15 percent) in LICs. 

31.	 For example, some of the countries included in the analysis here have further adjusted the benefit level 
of their social assistance programs. For instance, Armenia has changed its adequacy from 34 percent in 
2019 to 62 percent in 2020, but it reverted close to its pre-COVID-19 level (32 percent) in 2021. 
While Senegal was included as a country where the adequacy declined during 2020-2022, the country 
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FIGURE 5.2  �Social Assistance Benefit Amounts in US$ 2017 PPP for Total Beneficiaries and Beneficiaries in the 

Poorest Quintile, 2015–2022 (n = 54 countries)

Average monthly transfer to beneficiaries is around US$33 (US$ 2017 PPP).

a. For total beneficiaries, 2015–2022 (n = 54 countries) 

b. For beneficiaries in the poorest quintile, 2015–2022 (n = 54 countries)

Daily social assistance benefit amount ($ 2017 ppp) for total beneficiaries

0

4

3

2

1

5

Total
(n = 54)

EAP
(n = 4)

ECA
(n = 13)

LAC
(n = 16)

MNA
(n = 2)

SAR
(n = 5)

SSA
(n = 14)

LIC
(n = 6)

LMIC
(n = 17)

UMIC
(n = 26)

HIC
(n = 5)

Daily social assistance benefit amount ($ 2017 ppp) for beneficiaries in the poorest quintile (Q1)

0

4

3

2

1

7

Total
(n = 54)

EAP
(n = 4)

ECA
(n = 13)

LAC
(n = 16)

MNA
(n = 2)

SAR
(n = 5)

SSA
(n = 14)

LIC
(n = 6)

LMIC
(n = 17)

UMIC
(n = 26)

HIC
(n = 5)

6

5

0.1 0.6 0.2 0.1

1.3

0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1

1.01.1
0.8

1.7

1.0
1.5

1.2
0.8 0.6 0.7

1.4

2.1

4.8

1.3

4.0

2.6

1.7

3.0

4.8

2.0 2.1

4.8
4.0

Maximum Average Minimum

0.0 0.4 0.2 0.0
0.6

0.1 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0

1.21.4 1.3

2.2

1.1
1.6

1.3
0.7 0.9 0.7

1.6

2.7

5.8

2.8

5.8

2.6 2.6

3.5

5.8

4.5

2.8

5.8 5.8

Source: Original figure for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) household survey 

data.

Note: Based on a sample of 54 countries (n = number of countries). LIC = Low Income Countries, LMIC = Lower Middle Income Countries, 

UMIC = Upper Middle Income Countries, HIC = High Income Countries, EAP = East Asia and Pacific, ECA = Europe and Central Asia, 

LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean, MNA = Middle East and North Africa. SAR = South Asia Region, SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa. 

increased the benefit amount of their main safety net program by 40 percent (The quarterly transfer amount was raised from 
25,000 CFA to 35,000 CFA) in 2023.
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FIGURE 5.3  �Social Assistance Adequacy for Beneficiaries in the Poorest Quintile in 

2015–2019 (before COVID-19) and 2020–2022 (during/after the Pandemic) 

(n = 23 countries)

Recent years indicate early and potential signs of an increase in social assistance adequacy.

0 20 40

Social assistance adequacy
(daily benefit amount as a % of beneficiary’s daily consumption or income)

60 80 100

Romania

Panama

Burkina Faso

HICs

UMICs

LMICs

LICs

Pre-COVID-19 (2015–2019) During/Post COVID-19 (2020–2022)

21

36

6

7

14

14

19

19

23

28

30

35

52

55

62

94

2

3

14

17

19

26

1

18

25

7

3

29

8

15

1

19

30

26

20

26

24

34

83

4

4

8

11

11

24

0

Ukraine

Thailand

Paraguay

Dominican Republic

Peru

Colombia

Mongolia

Mexico

Kazakhstan

Argentina

Brazil

Costa Rica

Armenia

Georgia

Senegal

Bangladesh

Tunisia

Vietnam

Bolivia

Kyrgyz Republic

Source: Original figure for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity 

(ASPIRE) household survey data.

Note: Based on a sample of 23 countries (n = no. of countries). The latest data were used for the pre-COVID-19 

period (2015–2019) while the maximum value was used for the COVID-19 period (2020–2022). Bangladesh in SAR, 

Senegal in SSA, Paraguay and Mexico in LAC, and Ukraine in ECA had lower adequacy during or after COVID-19 

(2020–2022) than pre-COVID-19 (2015–2019). LICs = Low Income Countries, LMICs = Lower Middle Income 

Countries, UMICs = Upper Middle Income Countries, HICs = High Income Countries.
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Different types of social assistance instruments have widely different adequacy levels, with 
social pensions offering the highest benefits. On average, social pension benefits are equivalent 
to 17 percent of the total welfare of all beneficiaries and over 30 percent of the welfare of 
beneficiaries from the poorest quintile. Social pensions cater to different groups, primarily (poor) 
elderly people who are not part of contributory pension system and people with disabilities 
(Box  3). However, this benefit amount is still less than half of the pension amount provided 
through the contributory social insurance schemes (Hartley and Abels 2025). UCTs and other 
social assistance transfers32 come in second and third, respectively, with their benefit levels being 
close to the average adequacy of social assistance. These are followed by CCTs and fee waivers, 
whose benefit levels are close to half of the average figure.

32.	 These mostly include scholarship programs.

FIGURE 5.4  �Social Assistance Adequacy by Instrument, 2015–2022 (n = 54 countries)
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Even for the same instrument, the adequacy can vary widely across countries and programs. 
Figure 5.5 presents adequacy data for 83 flagship programs in 37 countries. These consist of 
26 social pensions, 33 UCTs, 20 CCTs, and 4 public works. To take social pensions as example, 
some programs offer generous transfers accounting for 60 to 80 percent of total consumption or 
income of Q1 beneficiaries (such as Georgia’s Retirement Pension, Lesotho’s old-age pensions, 
and Brazil’s BPC33), whereas benefit level is limited to below 10 percent of welfare for social 
pensions in the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, and Bangladesh, for example. As for UCTs, 
those in the upper range provide around 35–45 percent (Serbia’s social allowance, Uzbekistan’s 
childcare allowance, and Georgia’s Assistance for IDPs) while others provide less than 
10 percent.34 

As highlighted earlier, CCTs and public works have a much lower adequacy level than social 
pensions and UCTs, and they vary across programs much less. Among our sample, two CCT 
programs in LAC, Ecuador’s Bono de Desarrollo Humano and Brazil’s Bolsa Familia, have the 
highest adequacy at around 23–24 percent, followed by Mexico’s Jovenes Escribiendo el Futuro, 
Philippines’ Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program (4Ps), and Costa Rica’s Avancemos, which 
range from 14 to 17 percent). Even well-established and well-known programs have benefit 
levels as low as 1 percent of total welfare, including Colombia’s Más Familias en Acción and Jóvenes 
en Acción and Bangladesh’s student stipend for primary education. Similarly, the adequacy of the 
selected public work programs ranges between a lower limit of 2 percent of the poorest quintile 
(Malawi’s Public Works Programme) and an upper limit of 8 percent (Ethiopia’s Productive 
Safety Net Program). 

33.	 BPC: Beneficio de prestacao Continuada.

34.	 Such as Nigeria’s National Cash Transfer Programme, Chile’s Aporte Familiar Permanente, Russia’s 
poverty-targeted cash transfer and child allowances, Gabon’s Family Allowance, Chile’s Asignación 
Familiar, Jamaica’s PATH, and Russia’s unconditional allowances and other social payments for people 
entitled to receive social support.
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FIGURE 5.5  �Adequacy of Selected Social Assistance Programs for Total Beneficiaries and for Beneficiaries in the 

Poorest Quintile, 2015–2022 (N = 83 programs from n = 37 countries)
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By providing direct transfers to targeted poor households, social assistance helps to reduce 
poverty. However, the actual impact depends on the program’s coverage and benefit level, as well 
as on how well the program is targeted and implemented. In other words, how many people receive 
how much and how beneficiaries are selected. Given that poverty reduction is an important goal 
of social assistance, the objective of this section is to quantify the impact of social assistance in 
terms of reducing poverty and inequality using household surveys. To achieve this objective, the 
per capita income or consumption of beneficiary households is measured before and after they 
receive the transfer to assess whether they have risen above the poverty line (to become non-poor) 
or to what extent they moved closer to the poverty line. 

Social assistance transfers make a significant contribution to raising people up out of poverty. 
Figure 6.1 uses household survey data from 54 countries with monetary information to estimate 
the impact of social assistance on reducing both absolute poverty35 and relative poverty (people 
in the bottom 20 percent of the welfare distribution, Q1).36 It estimates that social assistance 
transfers raised 37 percent of extremely poor people who were previously living below the absolute 
poverty line of US$2.15, cross this line to be out of extreme poverty. In terms of relative poverty, 
social assistance helped almost one in nine relatively poor individuals who were previously in the 
bottom quintile (Q1) to move up to the next quintile (Q2). Some countries have experienced 
sharp reductions in poverty as a result of the provision of social assistance transfers. For example, 
Georgia reduced its relative poverty headcount and poverty gap by 52 percent and 75 percent, 
respectively. Poland also reduced its relative poverty headcount and poverty gap by 38 percent and 
67 percent, respectively. However, as discussed earlier, different social assistance programs have 
different objectives, and not all of them are designed or implemented to pull all beneficiaries out 
of poverty. 

35.	 The global absolute poverty line specifies people living below US$2.15 per person per day (in US$ at 
2017 PPP) as the extreme poor. 

36.	 People in the bottom 20 percent of the welfare distribution (that is Q1) are considered to be the relative 
poor.

6

Impact on Poverty
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FIGURE 6.1  �Reduction in Poverty Due to Social Assistance Transfers by Extreme and Relative 

Poverty Lines, 2015–2022 (n = 41–54 countries) 

Social assistance directly contributes to poverty reduction, but not enough to lift all poor out of poverty.
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Social assistance transfers are reducing the extent to which households are poor, but they may not 
always be sufficient to lift all beneficiaries out of poverty. In other words, social assistance transfers 
are helping beneficiaries residing below the poverty line to move up in the welfare distribution, 
closer to the poverty line (reducing poverty gap), even if the amount of the cash transfers is not large 
enough for all poor beneficiaries to cross the poverty line (not reducing poverty headcount).37 The 
analysis shows that social assistance transfers are estimated to reduce the poverty gap by 45 percent 
when using the absolute poverty line, and 20 percent when using the relative poverty threshold (see 
Figure 6.1). The change in the Gini inequality index was 4 percent when using the relative poverty 
line (see Figure 6.2). These poverty impacts are likely to be underestimates, as household surveys 
do not capture the whole universe of social assistance programs or all beneficiaries in any country. 
Therefore, it can be inferred that the real impacts are likely to be even larger.

Current coverage and adequacy levels limit the poverty reduction impacts of social assistance 
programs. As a country’s income level rises, social assistance is able to lift more people out of 
poverty. While there are many reasons why the poverty impact varies across countries, the main 
reasons relate to the adequacy, coverage, and targeting of the country’s social assistance programs. 
Also, it is important to remember that, by design, not all programs are just for the poor and 
benefit level is not set to lift their beneficiaries out of poverty (also see Box 6). 

37.	 Depending on how far each beneficiary household is from the poverty line, transfer may be enough or 
not enough to help each household reach non-poor status.
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FIGURE 6.2  �Reduction in Poverty and Inequality from Social Assistance Transfers for Relatively Poor Beneficiaries, 

2015–2022 (n = 54 countries)

Social assistance has larger impacts in reducing poverty in HICs, and very little in LICs.
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Comparing the countries in different income groups, the average reduction  in the relative 
poverty headcount is only 1 percent in LICs. But this increases to 6–15 percent in MICs, and 
further increases to 22 percent in HICs. In the case of the poverty gap, the average reduction 
in LICs is 2 percent, while in LMICs and UMICs, it is 11 and 26 percent, respectively, and in 
HICs, it is 39 percent. The Gini inequality index is less affected by social assistance transfers 
than poverty, but they do reduce inequalities to some extent, ranging from 0.2 percent in LICs 
to 8 percent in HICs. In terms of regions, social assistance reduces poverty more in ECA, EAP, 
and LAC than in SAR and SSA, reflecting the lower coverage, financing, and adequacy of social 
assistance in those latter two regions.

The impact of social assistance in reducing poverty is larger in rural areas than in urban areas. 
Aligned with the earlier findings (Figure 3.3), which showed that social assistance coverage is 
higher in rural areas, the reduction in poverty headcount was higher in rural areas than urban 
areas by 6 percentage points (Figure 6.3a). The reduction in the poverty gap was also higher in 
rural areas by 9 percentage points (Figure 6.3b). To ensure comparability with previous figures 
6.1 and 6.2, the analysis is based on the bottom 20 percent of the population. However, it could 
also have used different poverty lines for urban and rural areas related to differences in the cost of 
living in the two geographic areas. 

Social assistance is generally but not always pro-poor, and poverty reduction is not always 
the primary program objectives. In fact, some programs are customized to support specific 
disadvantaged and marginalized groups who may not necessarily be the poorest in terms of 
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FIGURE 6.3  �Reduction in the Poverty Headcount and the Poverty Gap due to Social Assistance Transfers for Relative 

Poverty by Urban and Rural Areas, 2015–2022 (n = 41 countries)

Social assistance has larger impacts in reducing poverty in rural areas, compared to urban areas.
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EAP = East Asia and Pacific, ECA = Europe and Central Asia, LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean, MNA = Middle East and North Africa. 

SAR = South Asia Region, SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa.

income or consumption. In this case, social assistance programs commonly use categorical 
characteristics to select beneficiaries as their main targeting method. Box 6 discusses the range 
of targeting approaches used for selecting beneficiaries of social assistance programs, though it is 
important to remember that there is no perfect targeting method that can identify and enroll the 
target population with 100 percent accuracy. 
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BOX 6  �What Approaches are Used to Select Target Populations?

Taking advantage of ASPIRE’s ongoing efforts in collecting information on key design features, this box presents preliminary 

findings on the targeting approaches used by social assistance programs. Of the sample of 1,173 active social assistance 

programs in 68 countries for which targeting information was collected, nearly two-thirds (743 programs) use a single targeting 

method, while the rest use a mix of methods. Of the latter group of 430 programs, 71 percent (306 programs) use a combination 

of two targeting methods, usually categorical and means tests (31 percent), categorical and proxy means tests (14 percent), or 

categorical and geographical (19 percent). The rest use a combination of three or more methods, with the most common being 

categorical, geographic, and either means tests or proxy means tests.

Categorical characteristics—particularly those related to demography—appear to be the most popular targeting criteria in almost 

all country groups. Of the programs that use a single targeting method, categorical targeting is by far the most popular (70 percent 

or 522 out of 743 programs in 63 countries). This is followed by means tests (12 percent or 96 programs in 29 countries), which 

tend to be used most in UMICs and HICs in ECA, EAP, and LAC. Geographic, proxy means testing (PMT) and universal targeting 

are rarely used alone. 

Targeting Methods Used for Social Assistance Programs (N = 1,173 programs from n = 68 countries)

Nearly two-thirds of social assistance programs use a single method in selecting beneficiaries.

Method Number of programs Proportion of total active 
SA programs

Number of countries

Single targeting method 743 63%

Categories 549 47% 64 

Demographic/Categorical 522 45% 63

Geographical 27 2% 18

Welfare targeting 131 11% 49

Means/income test 92 8% 29

Proxy means test 27 2% 15

Community-based 9 1% 5

Hybrid means test 3 0% 2

Universal 30 3% 14

Self-targeting 20 2% 8

Other (incl. Pension-tested) 13 1% 8

Mixed targeting method 430 37%

Two targeting methods 306 26%

Three or more targeting methods 124 11%

Total active SA programs 1,173 100% 68

Source: Original figure for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) 

administrative data.

Note: Based on a sample of 1,173 programs in 68 countries (N = no. of programs and n = no. of countries). SA = Social Assistance. 

The results are in line with similar earlier work (see: Grosh et al. 2022) 
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BOX 6  �What Approaches are Used to Select Target Populations? (continued)

Single Targeting Methods Used by Social Assistance Programs (N = 743 programs from n = 66 countries)

Categorical criteria are widely used in selecting beneficiaries.
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Economic inclusion measures designed to boost earning opportunities for poor beneficiaries 
have the potential to significantly enhance poverty reduction. However, the current coverage 
of such programs is very small. Despite growing interest to scale-up, economic inclusions 
interventions reach only 70 million people either directly or indirectly according to the latest 
estimate (Arévalo-Sánchez et al. 2024), and only a small fraction of social assistance programs 
include such interventions (0.03 percent according to the ASPIRE data). This undermines their 
potential effectiveness in reducing poverty but also highlights the potential for using them more 
widely (and at a larger scale). Particularly in LICs, some governments are implementing bundled 
inclusion packages of business support, mentoring, and coaching along with social assistance 
programs (see Annex Table A2.1 for more details).
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As a key component of social protection systems, social assistance has been making progress 
which is notable but still insufficient. Over the past decades, the emergence of large-scale 
national programs and delivery systems has been a particular feature of the evolution of social 
assistance in various contexts. Also, the occurrence of shocks and crises, including the COVID-19 
pandemic, has led to the widespread adoption of emergency responses to meet acute and 
temporary needs beyond supporting the chronically poor. Despite the progress and needs, social 
assistance faces notable gaps in all key metrics on coverage, adequacy, and financing. The paper 
concludes by recapitulating the main findings yielded from the World Bank’s ASPIRE database, 
while highlighting selected recommendations that can address existing challenges to improve the 
effectiveness of social assistance and social protection in going forward.

First, clear coverage gaps remain despite progress: the world is only just over halfway to 
achieving its minimum and most fundamental mission of reaching the poorest. Currently, 
more than two in five people in the poorest 20 percent of the population worldwide lack access 
to social assistance, indicating that there is still a long way to go in achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG-1.3) of implementing appropriate social protection for all. Without 
accelerated efforts, it will take an additional two decades for social protection to reach the poorest 
20 percent of the population (World Bank 2025). Larger coverage gaps remain, therefore longer 
time will be required in places where the need is greatest (such as low-income and FCV countries). 

Countries can reach more poor people by enhancing delivery systems and institutional 
capacity, even with existing budgets. Efficiency gains can be made through strengthening 
the ability to identify and deliver benefits to target populations. There is abundant scope for 
such efficiency gains by improving targeting by prioritizing the poorest (where applicable) 
and by minimizing targeting errors. For example, only 54 percent of current social assistance 
beneficiaries belong to the bottom 40 percent of the population. Many social assistance programs 
use categorical criteria – instead of welfare metrics – to select their beneficiaries. Besides better 
targeting, efficiency gains can be achieved by modernizing and digitizing delivery systems – digital 
payments; digital, dynamic, interoperable social registry; digital ID; monitoring, recertification 
and exit mechanisms. This will enhance government’s institutional capacity to directly and swiftly 
deliver social assistance programs to the beneficiaries. This will also result in cost savings through 
lower admin costs and leakages (including corruption). 

7

Conclusions – Summary of Main Findings 
and Ways Forward
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Second, besides coverage, the benefit level of social assistance is another crucial parameter, 
which remains low. Globally, the adequacy of social assistance benefits has not essentially 
changed since 2010. For poor beneficiaries belonging to the bottom 20 percent of the population, 
social assistance benefits constitute 18 percent of their total welfare (which is measured by 
either income or consumption). When using all beneficiaries as a reference group, the benefit 
level decreases to 11 percent of their total welfare. In dollar terms, on average, the amount that 
beneficiary households receive from social assistance is about US$1.1 per day (2017 PPP), with 
heterogeneity across countries and social assistance instruments. The lower benefit size and 
adequacy, particularly result in smaller impacts on poverty reduction (headcount). For example, in 
low and lower-middle income countries, social assistance lifted only 1 to 6 percent of the bottom 
quintile of the population to the next quintile.

Ensuring adequate support requires not only a better system to regularly revisit benefit 
amounts but also a better mechanism that can refer people to other services. Unlike social 
insurance, which typically embeds an indexation system to regularly adjust its benefit amount, it 
is not a norm for social assistance to systematically or periodically revise its transfer amounts to 
ensure adequacy over time. To protect purchasing power hence program impacts, it is important 
for social assistance programs to incorporate such adjustment mechanisms, particularly in highly 
inflationary contexts. Countries also need to invest in better case management and referral system 
which can connect households to different programs and services they need, based on their 
profiles and challenges. In this process, social assistance programs – particularly cash transfers 
facilitated by the social registry – can serve as a gateway to provide accompanying measures and 
link to other programs or services, including social or special services and economic inclusion 
programs. In addition, scaling up active labor market programs and voluntary saving schemes 
could pave the way for certain segments of vulnerable households to transition to better and more 
self-reliant economic status, off the payroll of social assistance programs.

Third, financing is a critical binding constraint, with relative spending on social assistance 
remaining largely unchanged for nearly a decade and a half. Spending on social assistance 
has stayed at around 1.5 percent of GDP since 2010, with temporary boosts in countercyclical 
spending in response to economic shocks or the global pandemic. The income level of a country 
is a strong determinant of its social assistance budget. High income countries allocate more than 
30  times on social assistance than low income countries in per capita terms. LICs spend an 
average of US$16 per capita annually on social assistance, while MICs spend US$196 (US$66 by 
LMICs and US$331 by UMICs), and HICs spend US$495. 

Social assistance is largely financed through domestic resources, except for low-income and 
FCV countries, where the financing landscape heavily relies on external grants. Countries use 
domestic sources to finance at least two-thirds of their total social assistance budgets, highlighting 
concrete national commitments for social assistance. Grants from donors constitute 21 percent, 
while the remaining 12 percent comes from the combination of two financing sources (such as 
grants and non-grants, or external and domestic sources). However, the capacity for mobilizing 
sizable domestic revenues in low-income and FCV settings is limited. For example, among LICs, 
full grants account for 77 percent of total social assistance spending in FCV countries compared 
to only 10 percent in non-FCV countries. 
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For more and better spending, countries can leverage both existing and new avenues of 
funding to increase their investment in social assistance. As discussed above, countries can 
increase the efficiency of social assistance by improving their delivery systems, which can lead to 
reaching more of the target population and lower operational costs. In terms of creating fiscal 
space, abolishing regressive (and often environmentally damaging) subsidies and reforming tax 
policies (e.g., VAT “sin tax” on tobacco, and alcohol and other beverages) are prime candidates for 
freeing up resources to be reallocated to progressive social assistance interventions. Some countries 
even have established sovereign wealth funds (through the revenues from natural resources, for 
example), which are leveraged to finance social causes or tap into innovative financing sources, 
particularly when objectives or outcomes are related to climate change or the environment (for 
example, Payment for Ecosystem Services). Additionally, unconventional and newer external 
funding avenues have emerged, such as Diaspora Funds, Climate Funds, and debt-for-social 
protection swaps. However, further exploration is needed and the magnitude of funding from 
these sources remains unknown. 

As a way forward, the world needs a renewed recognition of social assistance which has 
untapped potential not only to support the poor but also to contribute to universal social 
protection. A wealth of evidence demonstrates that social assistance is a successful, relevant, and 
enduring part of national social protection strategies around the world. As a result, countries are 
increasingly looking to social assistance to meet a wide variety of objectives. There is a growing 
practice on how countries can leverage social assistance as part of their adaptive social protection 
systems in good and bad times, not only by delivering benefits more effectively but also as a 
conduit for protecting and promoting people’s livelihoods and for increasing equity, resilience, 
and opportunity in the country as a whole.

A clear set of priorities involves continued investment to make social protection systems more 
progressive, adaptive and inclusive. This can be achieved by continuing to invest in robust social 
protection systems encompassing institutions, financing, data, and programs. Being progressive is 
a foundational priority that involves prioritizing the populations in greater need, including and 
particularly the poorest. Being scalable means having the flexibility to scale up support quickly 
and efficiently to protect broader populations from temporary shocks and scale it down once the 
crises are over. As crises become more frequent, there is also a need to develop adaptive social 
assistance mechanisms to protect vulnerable groups and to increase their resilience by integrating 
social protection, disaster risk reduction, and climate change adaptation measures. In moving 
forward, these investments are critical to complement wider social protection pillars – including 
social insurance, and labor market and employment programs – and to ensure adequate social 
protection support in good times and bad. 
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Following the massive scaling up of social assistance during the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
crises that followed, early evidence shows that countries are now scaling back their cash transfers 
closer to pre-crisis levels. Figure A1.1 plots the coverage rate of the largest cash transfer—whether 
regular or emergency—in each country over the past four years according to administrative data. 
Following the unprecedented COVID-19 social protection scale-up, coverage seems to be back 

Annex 1

The Evolution of Social Assistance 
Coverage, Spending, and Adequacy

FIGURE A1.1  �Changes in the Coverage of Flagship Cash Transfer Programs, 2019–2022 

(n = 71 countries)
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Sources: Gentilini (2023) using Gentilini et al. (2022a, 2023), ASPIRE data, and World Bank staff estimates. 

Note: Based on sample of 71 countries (n = no. of countries). Coverage was computed based on the largest cash-based 

program in terms of coverage in the country. Cash-based programs include unconditional cash transfers, conditional 

cash transfers, social pensions, and public works. Population data are from 2021. Based on a sample of 71 cash 

transfer programs with available data for ‘before COVID’ (circa 2019), ‘COVID’ (2020–2021), and ‘post-COVID’ (2022).
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to normal or pre-COVID-19 levels. The fact that countries have been knee-deep in short-term 
inflation responses has contributed to a slight bump in coverage compared to pre-pandemic levels 
(currently global coverage is at 12 percent compared to 10 percent before COVID-19).

FIGURE A1.2  �Coverage of Social Assistance among the Total Population and the Poorest 

Quintile, by FCV and Non-FCV contexts and in LICs and LMICs, 2015–2022 

(n = 9–23 countries)
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Note: Based on sample of 32 countries, consisting of 23 non-FCV and 9 FCV countries (n = no. of countries), in 

LIC and LMICs. LIC = Low Income Countries, LMIC = Lower Middle Income Countries. FCV = Fragile, Conflict and 

Violence.

FIGURE A1.3  �Spending on Social Safety Nets and Share of Spending Outside of Poorest 

Quintile 
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FIGURE A1.4  ��Cash and Subsidy Measures Introduced in Response to Inflation Crisis 

(2022–2023)
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FIGURE A1.3  �Spending on Social Safety Nets and Share of Spending Outside of the Poorest 

Quintile (continued)
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FIGURE A1.5  �Composition of Social Protection Response to Inflation Crisis by Instrument, 2022-2023 

(n = 178 countries)
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FIGURE A1.6  �Pre-COVID-19 Social Assistance Spending and Country Income Level, 2019 (n = 76 countries)
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Source: Original figure for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) administrative data.
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FIGURE A1.7  �During COVID-19 Social Assistance Spending and Country Income Level, 

2020–2021 (n = 76 countries)
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Source: Original figure for this publication using Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity 

(ASPIRE) administrative data.

Note: Based on sample of 76 countries (n = no. of countries) with social assistance expenditure data for 2020-21. 

EAP = East Asia and Pacific, ECA = Europe and Central Asia, LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean, MNA = Middle 

East and North Africa. SAR = South Asia Region, SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa. 
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Annex 2

Economic Inclusion Implemented with 
Social Assistance 

Economic inclusion programs aim to unlock the productive potential of the poorest and most 
vulnerable individuals, gradually integrating them into broader economic development processes. 
By taking a multidimensional approach, these programs address the multiple constraints faced 
by the poor and vulnerable. Participants receive business capital, consumption support, life and 
business skills training, and rigorous coaching to help them to start household enterprises and 
bring their products and services to the market. In some contexts, participants are provided with 
job search assistance, technical and vocational training, and referrals to integrate them into the 
labor market.

Despite the global economic slowdown that began in 2020, a renewed surge in the number 
of economic inclusion programs is under way globally. The World Bank’s State of Economic 
Inclusion Report 2024 presents data on 405 economic inclusion programs across 88 countries. 
The programs support over 15 million households and benefits over 70 million individuals, most 
of whom live in LICs. The report highlights the 53 government-led programs in 45 countries 
that have built their economic inclusion efforts onto their existing social protection programs, 
including social assistance and labor market programs. These programs currently serve around 
4 million households directly and 18.6 million individuals either directly or indirectly. Forty-one 
of these programs focus exclusively on supporting self-employment opportunities, diversifying 
income sources, and boosting productivity. Key programs at scale include the Productive Social 
Safety Net Project in Tanzania, which reaches over 330,000 households, and the Social Support 
for Resilient Livelihoods Project in Malawi, which reaches 350,000 households. 

While coverage so far is modest, there is potential to scale up these economic inclusion programs 
based on impact evidence. Currently, only 0.03 percent of social assistance programs globally 
include economic inclusion interventions according to ASPIRE data (see Annex Table 4.1), 
which suggests that there are untapped opportunities for extending their coverage. In Niger, 
adding economic inclusion measures to a national safety net program increased business revenues 
by 102 percent due to the creation of new off-farm business activities (Bossuroy et al. 2022). 
In Nigeria, a livelihood package provided as part of the country’s National Social Safety Nets 
Program increased participants’ total household earnings by 24 percent and raised profits from 
household enterprises by 45 percent (Ajayi et al. forthcoming). Senegal’s Yook Koom Koom 
program, implemented in urban areas, yielded a 22 percent increase in business revenues for 
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participants (Bossuroy et al. 2024). These programs are also proving to be cost-effective and 
can be high-return investments. For example, in Niger, the benefit-cost ratio of the economic 
inclusion measures was 127 percent 18 months after the intervention.

TABLE A2.1  �Coverage of Social Assistance Beneficiaries 

Country income group Share of PEI with SA component in total SA coverage (%)

Low income 2.56

Lower middle income 0.17

Upper middle income 0.005

High income 0.00

Total 0.03

Source: Original table for this publication using data from World Bank’s Partnership for Economic Inclusion (PEI) and 

Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) household survey data.
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Argentina - Asignación Universal por Hijo para Protección Social (AUH) for 2009–2019 and 2021; 
Ingreso Familiar de Emergencia (IFE), a COVID-19 response, for 2020; and Cash to Retirees and 
Pensioners, an inflation crisis response, for 2022. 

Brazil - the Bolsa Familia Program (PBF) for 2004–2019; the Auxílio Emergencial (AE), a 
COVID-19 response, for 2020–2021; and Auxílio Brasil (AB) for 2022. 

Chile - Single Family Allowance, which was created in 1981, for 2002–2019 and 2022; Ingreso 
Familiar de Emergencia or Emergency Family Income (IFE), a COVID-19 response, for 
2020–2021. 

Colombia - Más Familias en Acción (MFA) for 2001–2022; and Ingreso Solidario or Solarity Income 
(IS), a COVID-19 response, for 2020-2022. During COVID-19, the IS program coverage was 
not supposed to have any overlap with the MFA program beneficiaries, but in reality, there might 
have been some overlap.

Ghana - Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty (LEAP) for 2008-2023; and the COVID-19 
Emergency Cash Transfer, a COVID-19 response, for 2021–2022. 

Indonesia - Program Keluarga Harapan or Family Hope Program (PKH) for 2009–2021; Bantuan 
Langsung Tunai (BLT) Dana Desa,  a COVID-19 response, for 2020; and Bantuan Langsung 
Tunai (BLT) Minyak Goren, an inflation response, for 2022. 

Jordan - Takaful for 2019–2024, the National Aid Fund (NAF), an old cash transfer program, for 
2017–2024; Emergency Cash (a COVID-19 response) for 2020–2021. 

Pakistan - the Benazir Income Support Program (BISP) for 2009–2019 and 2022–2023; the 
Ehsaas Emergency Cash program (EEC) for 2020-21, a COVID-19 response program that was 
previously known as BISP unconditional cash transfer. 

Philippines - Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program (4Ps) for 2007–2019 and 2021; the Social 
Amelioration Program (SAP), a COVID-19 response, for 2020; Targeted Cash Transfer (TCT), 
an inflation response) for 2022. 

Sierra Leone - Ep Fet Po for 2014–2019; the COVID-19 Ep Fet Po, a COVID-19 response for 
2020–2022; the Emergency Cash Transfer (ECT), a COVID-19 response, for 2020–2022. 

Annex 3

Flagship and Temporary Cash Transfer 
Programs Presented in Figure 3.7
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South Africa - Child Support Grant (CSG), created in 1998, for 2007–2024. South Africa also 
has a famous COVID-19 response called the Social Relief of Distress Grant (R350), which is 
still ongoing. The coverage of that program is not included here because the overlap between 
CSG and R2350 program wasn’t clear.

Tunisia - Program me National d’Aide aux Familles Nécessiteuses or National Program of Assistance 
to Needy Families (PNAFN), created in 1985, for 2010-2024. The PNAFN was recently renamed 
as the AMEN Permanent Cash Transfer (PCT). The AMEN Temporary Cash Transfer (AMEN 
TCT), a COVID-19 response, for 2020-21, and the AMEN Family Allowance (AMEN FA) 
for 2022-24.
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Annex 4

Cash Transfers as an Enabler for 
Subsidy Reforms

Recent crisis responses have highlighted the need to reform generalized subsidies, which are 
regressive, inefficient, and expensive. Subsidy measures are very expensive for governments 
and often do not achieve their objectives. Also, they can induce economic, environmental, and 
social distortions that yield unintended consequences. A recent study by Damania et al. (2023) 
showed that explicit and implicit subsidies on fossil fuels, agriculture, and fisheries exceed US$7 
trillion, which is equivalent to around 8 percent of global GDP. Generalized subsidies tend to be 
regressive as they benefit richer families more than poorer families. A study by Arze del Granado, 
Coady, and Gillingham (2012) on the welfare impact of energy subsidy reform in 20 low- and 
middle-income countries across the globe found that the richest 20 percent of households capture 
six times more of the value of subsidies than the poorest 20 percent of households.

Social protection can play a vital role in substituting for subsidies. Targeted social assistance 
(and cash transfers in particular) can help governments to manage the potential distributional 
and welfare effect of subsidy reforms and help build public trust in—and support for—speedy 
implementation of subsidy reform. Investing in social protection delivery systems can enable 
countries to expand their social protection coverage far more rapidly, effectively, and efficiently, 
including identifying and targeting the populations who are most in need. In recent decades, 
several countries have successfully reformed their energy subsidies (the Dominican Republic and 
Ukraine), food subsidies (Egypt and Indonesia), and agriculture subsidies (Guinea, Mali, and 
Niger). The Dominican Republic, for instance, undertook a series of energy subsidy reforms over 
nearly two decades and moved from a generalized price subsidy for liquefied petroleum gas and 
electricity to a system of targeted transfers covering nearly 40 percent of all households in the 
country. Also in Indonesia, the government switched its rice subsidy program modality in 2017 
from the in-kind delivery of subsidized rice to eligible low-income families to electronic food 
vouchers paid directly into the beneficiaries’ bank accounts.38 It also removed subsidized prices, 
requiring beneficiaries to use their vouchers to purchase food items at the market price.

38.	 In 2022, delivery Indonesia’s BPNT/Sembako food assistance was switched from fully e-voucher 
distribution mechanism to a current mixed modality with partial cash distribution at post offices or 
bank account via electronic payment card.



ECO-AUDIT

Environmental Benefits Statement

The World Bank Group is committed to reducing its environmental footprint. 
In support of this commitment, we leverage electronic publishing options and 
print-on-demand technology, which is located in regional hubs worldwide. 
Together, these initiatives enable print runs to be lowered and shipping 
distances decreased, resulting in reduced paper consumption, chemical use, 
greenhouse gas emissions, and waste. 

We follow the recommended standards for paper use set by the Green 
Press Initiative. The majority of our books are printed on Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC)–certified paper, with nearly all containing 50–100 percent 
recycled content. The recycled fiber in our book paper is either unbleached 
or bleached using totally chlorine-free (TCF), processed chlorine–free (PCF), 
or enhanced elemental chlorine–free (EECF) processes. 

More information about the Bank’s environmental philosophy can be 
found at http://www.worldbank.org/corporateresponsibility.

http://www.worldbank.org/corporateresponsibility


Social Protection & Jobs Discussion Paper Series Titles 
2025

No.  Title 

2510 State of Social Protection Report 2025: The 2-Billion-Person Challenge.  Background Paper 
#3: Wake-Up Call for Social Assistance? An Unfinished Mission to Reach the Poor and Beyond  

2509 State of Social Protection Report 2025: The 2-Billion-Person Challenge.  Background Paper #2: 
Adaptive Social Protection Agenda: Lessons from Responses to COVID-19 Shock  

2508 State of Social Protection Report 2025: The 2-Billion-Person Challenge.  Background Paper #1: 
Mind the Gap: Coverage, Adequacy and Financing Gaps in Social Protection for the Extreme Poor 
and the Poorest Quintile  

2507 Service Integration and Case Management for People on the Move: A Review of Selected 
International Practices 

2506 Impact of Climate Change and the Green Transition on Human Capital: A Review of the Evidence 
from Europe and Central Asia 

2505 A slippery slope: the opportunities and risks of digital approaches and technology in Social 
Protection Systems 

2504 De Jure and De Facto Coverage of Parental Benefits in Nepal 

2503 Awareness, Access, and Perceptions around Parental benefits among Urban Argentinians 

2502 Regulating Markets So More People Find Better Jobs 

2501 São Tomé and Príncipe Unpacking Migration Dynamics: Critical Issues and Policy 
Recommendations  

To view Social Protection & Jobs Discussion Papers published prior to 2021, please visit 
www.worldbank.org/sp.  

http://www.worldbank.org/sp


ABSTRACT
This paper examines the current state of play and trends in social assistance in terms 
of spending, coverage, incidence, benefit size, and poverty reduction impacts using 
administrative data and household survey data from about 70 countries worldwide. 
This paper is the fourth edition of the State of Social Safety Nets Report, following the 
publications in 2018, 2015, and 2014. It also serves as a background paper for the first 
edition of the State of Social Protection Report 2025: The 2-Billion-Person Challenge. 
As a major driver and component of social protection, social assistance has made 
considerable progress in expanding its coverage over the past decade. However, the 
work is still unfinished, as is evident in the persistent gaps in coverage and financing, 
particularly in low-income countries and those affected by fragility, conflict, and violence, 
where the need for support is greater. As a result, the adequacy of benefits remains low, 
undermining the impacts of social assistance in reducing poverty. The paper highlights 
potential opportunities and priorities for further investment to address these challenges 
and progressively expand the effectiveness of social assistance which can better support 
not only the poor but also broader populations in the face of shocks. For example, these 
include leveraging new technologies, strengthening referrals to other programs, and 
reforming fiscal policies. These investments are relevant and critical to make adaptive 
and integrated social protection systems, complementing wider social protection pillars – 
including social insurance, and labor market and employment programs – and to ensure 
adequate social protection support in good times and bad.

JEL CODES
D63, H53, I38, J18, O15

ABOUT THIS SERIES
Social Protection & Jobs Discussion Papers are published to communicate the results of 
The World Bank’s work to the development community with the least possible delay. This 
paper therefore has not been prepared in accordance with the procedures appropriate for 
formally edited texts.

For more information, please visit us online at www.worldbank.org/socialprotection

KEYWORDS
Social protection, adaptive social protection, social assistance, social safety nets, coverage, 
incidence, adequacy, spending, financing, poverty reduction, cash transfer, subsidy reform.

www.worldbank.org/socialprotection�

	SP_Social Assistance_eBook final.pdf
	Abstract
	Acknowledgments
	Fact Sheet
	Contents
	1 Introduction
	2 Data Sources
	3 Coverage
	3.1 Substantial Progress Has Been Made in Extending Coverage, but There Is Still a Long Way to Go
	3.2 Social Assistance Prioritizes the Poor but Also Benefits the Non-poor
	3.3 Social Assistance is Key to Responding to Various Shocks When Anchored by Adaptive Delivery Systems


	4 Spending
	4.1 Relative Spending on Social Assistance Has Remained Virtually Unchanged 
	4.2 Spending Is Countercyclical
	4.3 Social Assistance Spending is Dominated by Cash-based Interventions
	4.4 There Are Stark Contrasts in Financing Outlook Affected by Country Income and (Un)stability Levels


	5 Adequacy
	6 Impact on Poverty
	7 Conclusions - Summary of Main Findings and Ways Forward
	References
	Annex 1 The Evolution of Social Assistance Coverage, Spending, and Adequacy
	Annex 2 Economic Inclusion Implemented with Social Assistance
	Annex 3 Flagship and Temporary Cash Transfer Programs Presented in Figure 3.7
	Annex 4 Cash Transfers as an Enabler for Subsidy Reforms
	Boxes
	Box 1 Call for Better and More Data
	Box 2 How Social Assistance Promotes Gender Equity
	Box 3 Who Benefits from Social Pensions?
	Box 4 Who Are the Implementers of Social Assistance Programs?
	Box 5 How to Set the Benefit Amounts of Social Assistance Programs?
	Box 6 What Approaches are Used to Select Target Populations?

	Figures
	Figure 3.1 Coverage of Social Assistance as a Share of Total Population, 2006-2014 to 2015–2022

	Figure 3.2 Coverage of Social Assistance as a Share of Total Population and the Poorest Quintile and Poverty Incidence, 2015–2022 

	Figure 3.3 Social Assistance Beneficiaries by Urban and Rural Areas and by Level of Urbanization, 2015–2022 

	Figure 3.4 Coverage of Social Assistance and Social Insurance by Welfare Quintile, 2010–2022

	Figure 3.5 Distribution of Social Assistance by Welfare Quintile, 2015–2022

	Figure 3.6 Distribution of Social Assistance Beneficiaries by Welfare Quintile and Instrument Type, 2015–2022

	Figure 3.7 Coverage of Flagship and Temporary Cash Transfer Programs During Crises, 2001–2024

	Figure 3.8 Composition of Social Protection Measures in Response to the Inflation Crisis by Instrument, 2022–2023

	Figure 3.9 Coverage of Social Assistance as a Share of the Poorest Quintile Before and During/After COVID-19, 2015–2022

	Figure 4.1 Social Assistance Spending as a Share of GDP and in Absolute Per Capita Amount in 2017 US dollar PPP, 2022

	Figure 4.2 Social Assistance Spending Before, During, and After COVID-19, 2017–2022

	Figure 4.3 Social Assistance Spending on Existing and Temporary Programs by Year, 2017–2022

	Figure 4.4 Country-level Social Assistance Spending as a Share of GDP by Year, 2017–2022

	Figure 4.5 Composition of Social Assistance Spending by Instrument, 2022
	Figure 4.6 Share of Social Assistance Spending Allocated to Each Instrument, All Countries versus Only Those Countries that Use the Instrument

	Figure 4.7 Composition of Social Assistance Spending by Financing Source, 2017–2022

	Figure 5.1 Social Assistance Adequacy for Total Beneficiaries and for Beneficiaries in the Poorest Quintile, 2015–2022

	Figure 5.2 Social Assistance Benefit Amounts in US$ 2017 PPP for Total Beneficiaries and Beneficiaries in the Poorest Quintile, 2015–2022

	Figure 5.3 Social Assistance Adequacy for Beneficiaries in the Poorest Quintile in 2015–2019 (before COVID-19) and 2020–2022

	Figure 5.4 Social Assistance Adequacy by Instrument, 2015–2022

	Figure 5.5 Adequacy of Selected Social Assistance Programs for Total Beneficiaries and for Beneficiaries in the
Poorest Quintile, 2015–2022
	Figure 6.1 Reduction in Poverty Due to Social Assistance Transfers by Extreme and Relative Poverty Lines, 2015–2022

	Figure 6.2 Reduction in Poverty and Inequality from Social Assistance Transfers for Relatively Poor Beneficiaries,
2015–2022
	Figure 6.3 Reduction in the Poverty Headcount and the Poverty Gap due to Social Assistance Transfers for Relative Poverty by Urban and Rural Areas, 2015–2022

	Figure A1.1 Changes in the Coverage of Flagship Cash Transfer Programs, 2019–2022

	Figure A1.2 Coverage of Social Assistance among the Total Population and the Poorest Quintile, by FCV and Non-FCV contexts and in LICs and LMICs, 2015–2022

	Figure A1.3 Spending on Social Safety Nets and Share of Spending Outside of Poorest Quintile
	Figure A1.4 Cash and Subsidy Measures Introduced in Response to Inflation Crisis (2022–2023)

	Figure A1.5 Composition of Social Protection Response to Inflation Crisis by Instrument, 2022–2023 

	Figure A1.6 Pre-COVID-19 Social Assistance Spending and Country Income Level, 2019

	Figure A1.7 During COVID-19 Social Assistance Spending and Country Income Level, 2020–2021


	Tables
	Table 2.1 Number of Countries Used for the Analysis, by Region and Income Group
	Table 4.1 Number of Social Assistance Programs included in the ASPIRE administrative Database
	Table A2.1 Coverage of Social Assistance Beneficiaries



