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n KEY MESSAGES

Adaptive social protection (ASP) is a strategic and proven
approach for strengthening the resilience of the poor and
vulnerable in the Sahel and on the broader society and
economy. By integrating three complementary interventions—
regular social safety nets, economic inclusion activities, and
temporary shock-response support—ASP is uniquely suited to
address the complex challenges facing the region. Rigorous
evidence demonstrates the strong impacts of ASP interventions
in increasing household consumption and savings, promoting and
protecting investments in human capital, improving food security
and nutrition, increasing productivity, diversifying livelihoods, and
strengthening social cohesion. These impacts are shown to extend
into broader society and the economy.

To harness the full potential of ASP and maximize its impacts
in the Sahel, it is critical for interventions to be taken to
scale—with expanded coverage and ensured sustainability.
The expansion of regular safety nets is particularly critical, as
they provide the predictable support necessary to effectively
build resilience and can serve as the backbone for temporary
expansions and other interventions. This calls for a paradigm shift:
ASP interventions must move from a series of small, parallel, and
time-bound projects (project-based approach) to being implemented
through a strategic and coherent national ASP flagship safety net
program under government leadership (programmatic approach).
Adopting this programmatic approach requires progress along three
key dimensions:

® Duration, coverage, and scale: A programmatic approach is
characterized by longer-term, often open-ended interventions,

guided by an ambitious expansion goal that is not constrained
by immediately available resources, focusing on the larger vision,
and building the necessary resources and partnerships along the
way. National ASP flagship programs aim for national geographic
coverage — so that poor or vulnerable households have equal
access regardless of the neighborhood, village, or region in which
they are located.

® Parameters and modalities: A programmatic approach aligns the
national ASP flagship program design with long-term development
objectives and national priorities. It targets a broad population,
consistent with its transformative, large-scale ambition, and applies
a single, nationally consistent set of parameters for beneficiaries—
activities, benefit levels, and components—informed by previous
experience and best practices.

® Financing, institutional arrangements, and legal aspects: A
programmatic approach combines government and external
financing, committed over longer periods. It places implementation
governance under government leadership, drawing on existing
institutional structures. It clearly defines institutional arrangements
and anchors these in primary legislation.

The transition to a programmatic approach benefits from
four key elements: government leadership, sustained financial
commitment, clear institutional arrangements, and stakeholder buy-
in. When these elements are in place and reinforced over time, they
enable ASP interventions and underlying delivery systems to move
beyond fragmented projects toward national coherent, durable, and
impactful support for poor and vulnerable households.

TAKING ADAPTIVE SOCIAL PROTECTION TO SCALE IN THE SAHEL

REQUIRES A PARADIGM SHIFT

Across the Sahel, increasingly frequent and severe shocks are
exacerbating already high levels of poverty and vulnerability.
The magnitude and scope of these crises require ASP to deliver
at scale. By supporting households during normal times and
in crises, ASP can address many of the core drivers of poverty
and vulnerability. It achieves this through three complementary
interventions — regular social safety nets, productive inclusion
activities, and temporary shock-response support. These
interventions are deployed using delivery systems, such as social

registries, management information systems, grievance redress
mechanisms, and early warning systems.

Adaptive social protection has shown significant and sustained
impacts in the Sahel. Beyond their role in responding to shocks,
regular ASP interventions have contributed to meaningful
improvements in welfare, resilience, and economic opportunities
for poor and vulnerable households. ASP can help build household
resilience, safeguard and strengthen human capital, and support
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people in stepping onto the first rung of the ladder of opportunity,

paving the way towards better jobs and greater economic
autonomy.

Drawing on rigorous impact evaluations from the region, Figure
1illustrates positive results across various important dimensions,
both for direct beneficiaries and for society at large (further country-
level evidence is available here for Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Niger,
and Senegal). For the poorest and most vulnerable, ASP has led
to reductions in poverty and food insecurity, higher consumption
and savings, and strengthened capacities for resilience to climate

change. ASP also contributes to investments in future generations
through improved human capital outcomes, such as in education
or health. Importantly, a large body of evidence points to gains in
productivity; beneficiaries have experienced improved livelihoods,
increased productive assets, and developed pathways towards
better jobs. At the broader societal level, ASP can generate
positive spillover for local economies and communities, including
strengthened social cohesion and increased local economic
activity. Together, these impacts underscore the role of regular
ASP investments not only as safety nets, but also as foundations for
inclusive growth and long-term development in the Sahel.

FIGURE 1. Impact of adaptive social protection in the Sahel on beneficiaries and societies
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To maximize the impacts of social protection in the Sahel, ASP
interventions and underlying systems need to function at a larger
scale, with expanded coverage and ensured sustainability. The
expansion of regular national safety nets is particularly critical, as
they provide the regular support necessary to effectively build
resilience and can serve as the backbone for temporary expansions
and other interventions. When these are deployed at scale and
sustainably support the poorest and most vulnerable, they are
able to significantly reduce poverty, boost resilience, increase
productivity, and stimulate local economies.

This calls for a paradigm shift: moving from small and time-
bound projects to a strategic ASP national flagship safety net
program under government leadership. This note outlines key
differences between project-based and programmatic approaches
and explains how the latter further increase the efficiency of ASP
delivery systems. It also explores some of the key elements that
are needed for countries to embark on the journey toward a
government-led ASP national flagship program and its underlying
systems.

ADAPTIVE SOCIAL PROTECTION IN THE SAHEL IS CURRENTLY OFTEN
CHARACTERIZED BY NUMEROUS SMALL PROJECTS

In the Sahel and beyond, many countries host a series of social safety net interventions of relatively narrow scope that coexist alongside
one another. For the purpose of this note, these interventions will be referred to as “projects”, recognizing that other definitions of this term
exist. Projects typically share a number of common characteristics in terms of their scope, design, and institutional set up:

1. DURATION, SCALE, AND COVERAGE
® Duration of projects tends to be limited, i.e., they tend to be
time-bound.

® Scale of projects, reflected for instance in the number of
beneficiaries, is generally limited relative to needs.

® Geographic coverage of projects (regardless of the number of
beneficiaries) tends to be limited.

2.0BJECTIVES, ELIGIBILITY, AND DESIGN
PARAMETERS

® Objectives of projects tend to be defined narrowly.

® Target populations can similarly be quite specific (e.g., poor
households with children under age five in a specific region of
the country), responding to the project’s narrow objectives.

® Design parameters, such as benefit levels, benefit frequency,
and intervention modality, tend to be project-specific, i.e., often

defined specifically for the project with limited consideration of
the design parameters of similar interventions in the country or
geographic area.

3.FINANCING, INSTITUTIONAL ARRANGEMENTS,
AND LEGAL ASPECTS

® Significant funding for safety net projects in the Sahel is typically
provided by external sources.

® /mplementation of projects is often the responsibility either of
government entities created for that time-bound purpose, or of
non-governmental stakeholders (e.g., NGOs or United Nations
agencies), contracted for that specific task.

® |egal and institutional aspects, when specified, are often
defined in subordinate legislation (i.e., legal documents
approved by the executive branch, rather than laws approved
by the legislative branch), and/or financing agreements with
partners.
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n THE PROJECT APPROACH IS HITTING AN IMPACT CEILING

While the project-based approach has been instrumental
in demonstrating results and building experience, it faces a
ceiling in terms of its impact. Social safety net projects, including
those deployed in the Sahel, have shown significant impacts (as
described in Figure 1 above). However, the multiplicity of small
projects can also restrain Sahelian countries from maximizing the
benefits of a fully developed ASP programmatic approach. Three
key limitations prevent the realization of ASP full potential in the
Sahel: design limitations and resulting inconsistencies, operational
inefficiencies, and limited strategic foresight.

First, differences in design between projects can generate
inequities and undermine the credibility of ASP interventions.
Limited coordination during the design and implementation of social
safety net projects can result in different project benefits being
provided to the similar target groups. For example, in 2022, 18
different monetary transfer amounts were provided to food insecure
households in Burkina Faso across different projects: in one region
alone, 12 different amounts were applied." When parameters are
determined separately for each project by implementing actors
and donors, they will typically differ according to individual project
mandates and therefore rarely align with a coherent approach
grounded in national priorities. Similarly, different targeting
approaches or limited coverage can lead to the exclusion of some
households or individuals from all support while, at times, allowing
other households to benefit from more than one project. Both the
exclusion of poor and vulnerable households and their multiple
inclusion—what is sometimes referred to as ‘double-dipping’—can
reduce overall effectiveness, create confusion among beneficiaries,
lead to social tensions, and undermine the credibility of interventions.
Finally, partial geographical coverage—often driven by resource
constraints—may not reflect national priorities and could lead to
geographic inequity.

Second, a project-based approach limits economies of scale
and learning opportunities. Each social safety net project is likely
to establish similar operational and fiduciary systems, duplicating
efforts. For projects operating on a limited scale, the implementation
cost per beneficiary of providing regular or temporary support to
poor and vulnerable households can be very high, reducing overall
efficiency. Fragmentation also affects evidence generation —
multiple approaches to monitoring and evaluation can limit the ability
to assess overall coverage and to measure the aggregate impacts
of safety net interventions at the national level. Furthermore, time-
bound projects are less conducive to systematic learning, and hence
adaptation and improvements, which typically require a horizon that
extends beyond the limited duration of individual projects.

Finally, a project-based approach to ASP can hamper the
development of a coherent national vision, strategy, and set
of priorities, reinforcing inefficiencies. The presence of multiple,
small, and time-bound projects is not conducive to establishing
a long-term national strategy with clear objectives, priorities,
and coordination mechanisms. In particular, externally-financed
projects may at times be misaligned with national priorities, instead
of reflecting the objectives of donors or implementing agencies.
Moreover, the implementation of multiple safety net interventions
outside of government structures, or by temporary arrangements
within government agencies, can limit opportunities for sustained
government capacity building.

In addition to these three main limitations, a project-based
approach typically results in limited coverage in a country
over time (even if coverage can be temporarily high in a particular
region). Hence, while social protection interventions deployed by
projects have generated important impacts, this approach is likely to
impose an “impact ceiling”, preventing countries from fully realizing
the potential of ASP at scale.

GOVERNMENT-LED NATIONAL PROGRAMS ARE THE KEY TO
INCREASING EFFICIENCY, IMPACTS, AND OWNERSHIP

Shifting to a programmatic approach is critical to realize the
full potential of ASP and break the “impact ceiling” of the
project-based approach. A programmatic approach is based on
government-led systems and typically revolves around a national
flagship program, addressing the main limitations discussed above.

Recognizing this potential, some countries in the Sahel are evolving
toward national programs. Mauritania and Senegal are the furthest
along in this development with Tekavoul in Mauritania and the
Programme National de Bourses de Sécurité Familiale (PNBSF) in
Senegal (see Box 1).
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BOX 1. Mauritania and Senegal have deployed national social safety net programs at scale

In Mauritania, the national social safety net program, Tekavoul, covers about 130,000 households (around 28
percent of the population). Originally largely donor-supported, today it combines different financing sources, with the
government contributing more than 80 percent of funds. The program was institutionalized by presidential decree, contributing
to its sustainability. Its implementation is ensured by Taazour (General Delegation for National Solidarity and the Fight against
Exclusion), attached to the Presidency. The program’s duration is linked to the Taazour pluriannual plan.

In Senegal, the national social safety net program (PNBSF) offers a case study of the programmatic approach.
In early 2025, the program covered around 355,000 households, or about 18 percent of the country’s population. PNBSF
transfers are entirely financed by the government. The program is formalized by presidential decree, which clarifies eligibility
criteria and duration of support for beneficiary households. Implementation is managed by the General Delegation for Social
Protection and National Solidarity (Délégation Générale a la Protection Sociale et a la Solidarité Nationale, DGPSN), which
is anchored in the Ministry of Family and Solidarity.

A national flagship ASP program is typically designed to address the limitations associated with a project-based approach, through the
following characteristics (using the three categories outlined above):

1. DURATION, COVERAGE, AND SCALE

® The scale of national programs is determined by their

® National programs are conceived for the long-term, often
with durations spanning multiple decades, or with no a priori
expiration date. A long program duration does not imply
that beneficiary households receive support indefinitely.
Rather, programs typically establish clear criteria for their
recertification of eligibility or their exit. The longevity of the
program itself ensures that households can enter and exit
the program in line with their evolving circumstances. A long-
term vision and clear objectives create predictability and
transparency for beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries alike,
as well as for policymakers and potential partners or funders.
Extended time horizons can also facilitate politically sensitive
processes, such as recertification and exit, by allowing better
expectation management. Finally, a long program duration
provides sufficient time for implementation capacity to be
built and sustained, while incentivizing learning, adaptation
and continuous improvement. In Mauritania, for example,
Tekavoul operates through renewable pluriannual plans,
enabling long-term planning within a stable national
framework.

ambition and objectives, rather than by the financing
available at a given point in time. For example, the size
(total number of beneficiaries) of Mauritania’s Tekavoul and
Senegal’'s PNBSF was defined based on estimates of the
number of poor and vulnerable households in each country,
in line with the programs’ objectives. As country conditions
evolve, program scale can be adjusted over time (beyond
the routine entry and exit of households discussed above).
When programs are designed at the appropriate scale from
the outset, they are better positioned to deliver impacts
commensurate with the challenges they seek to address
— responding to the ambitions set out in national policies.
Operating at scale also reduces implementation costs per
beneficiary and creates significant efficiency gains stemming
from size and sustained implementation over time.

® National programs aim for nationwide coverage, promoting
geographic equity. For example, Tekavoul in Mauritania
and the PNBSF in Senegal were designed to reach eligible
households in all villages and all neighborhoods nationwide.
In both countries, coverage was expanded progressively,
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and each program achieved national coverage within a few
years. Nationwide coverage helps to ensure that support
is provided equitably — the poorest and most vulnerable
receive comparable support, regardless of their location.
Geographic equity is also an important factor in sustaining
broad political and social support for the program over time.
When needed, temporary interventions (ideally aligned with,
and under the auspices of, the national safety net flagship
program) can complement this approach by focusing for short
periods on areas most severely affected by shocks.

2. PROGRAM OBJECTIVES, ELIGIBILITY, AND

DESIGN PARAMETERS

® The objectives of national programs are defined in line
with national priorities and long-term development goals.
By anchoring program objectives in national strategies,
these programs contribute coherently to a country’s overall
development path and ensure alignment with other core
government programs and policies.

® Eligibility in national flagship programs is designed for scale,
enabling broad inclusion while also allowing for targeted
support. For example, a national ASP flagship program will
have a transformative ambition of poverty or vulnerability
reduction, aiming to reach all poor households in a country.
Broad target groups contribute to social inclusion and are
essential to addressing the structural drivers of poverty and
vulnerability. At the same time, national safety net programs
can serve as platforms for more targeted interventions
focused on specific groups or risks. Within a programmatic
approach, interventions may include components or delivery
windows that target narrower demographic, geographic, or
socio-economic groups, for example, poor households with
children under the age of five in a specific region and exposed
to a particular risk. National programs can therefore function
both as instruments of broad social inclusion, and as platforms
for the targeted delivery of specialized interventions.

® National flagship programs adopt harmonized design
parameters, including benefit levels, benefit frequency,
component structure and content, and delivery modalities.
Parameters are consistent over time and across geographic
areas, providing clarity to beneficiaries and implementers,
preventing confusion, and ensuring equity across
beneficiaries. Design parameters are typically established
through national consensus, and draw on national and

international best practices, as well as evidence from past
impact evaluations. A broad consultative process helps
to ensure that prior experiences are considered, and final
design choices reflect a shared understanding aligned with
a country’s policy framework. In addition to harmonized
parameters, a programmatic approach also entails the
development of comprehensive delivery systems (such as
a social registry, payment mechanisms, frontline workers,
information systems, among others). These systems can be
used by the national safety net program, as well as by other
interventions and services that complement and strengthen
social protection efforts.

3. FINANCING, INSTITUTIONAL ARRANGEMENTS,

AND LEGAL ASPECTS

® Financing for national social protection programs typically
combines government resources with external financing. A
programmatic approach creates opportunities to mobilize
resources throughout the program’s duration, effectively
positioning national programs as resource-mobilization
platforms. Donors are encouraged to channel support
through the national program, contributing to the national
vision while benefitting from shared delivery systems, such
as social registries. In cases where donors are unable to
channel resources through government implementation
systems, such as for fiduciary reasons, parallel or delegated
implementation arrangements can be envisaged. Such
arrangements are most effective when they adhere to the
program framework as defined by the government (including
using the parameters, methodologies, and systems set by
the program) and when they are closely coordinated with
government authorities and report on results. Delegated
implementation can provide flexibility and help programs
reach full scale, even in contexts where support from
nongovernmental actors is needed. Over time, as systems are
strengthened, scale is expanded, and government ownership
is increased, national flagship programs can also reduce
reliance on external financing. Tekavoul in Mauritania, for
example, has transitioned from being largely donor-funded
to being predominantly financed by the government.

Although governance and implementation arrangements
vary across countries, national programs are typically
implemented fully under government leadership. Unlike
many project-based interventions, government entities are
generally responsible for day-to-day management of national



SASPP Policy Note Series

March 2026

social protection programs, regardless of the sources of funding.
In the Sahel, both Mauritania and Senegal follow this approach,
reflecting a broader trend in many regions toward a reduced
reliance on temporary project implementation units or external
implementing partners. While external support may be needed
in the short term, the implementation of national safety net
programs by governments can strengthen national capacity and
reduce dependence on donor processes. Clear government
ownership can also reinforce the social contract between the
state and the population and contribute to social cohesion.
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® National programs and their institutional arrangements
are often anchored in primary legislation, strengthening
long-term sustainability. As programs become established
and central to government’s development agendas, primary
legislation, such as laws passed by the legislative branch,
is used to institutionalize programs, their governance
structures, and key instruments such as social registries.
This legal anchoring provides predictability for governments,
beneficiaries, and external partners; renders investments in
systems more profitable; and ultimately enhances impact.

These three characteristics of national programs can increase their ambition, scale, and efficiency. This maximizes their impacts on
beneficiaries’ resilience and on society at large, provides a strong basis for temporary crisis-response and for the delivery of complementary
services. Figure 2 below visualizes the key differences and efficiency gains of a programmatic approach over one that is based on projects.

FIGURE 2. Key Differences Between Project-Based and Programmatic Approach
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TABLE 1. Key features of project-based and programmatic approaches.

Project-based approach

Programmatic approach

Duration, coverage, and scale

Duration Limited, time-bound

Scale Limited relative to needs

Geographic Coverage Limited
Parameters and modalities

Objectives Narrowly defined

Target group
project’s objectives

Design parameters Project-specific

Financing, institutional arrangements and legal aspects

Funding

Implementation &
Governance

Legal & Institutional
Arrangements

Defined in secondary or tertiary

Often specific, responding to the narrow

Often limited and externally provided

Distinct entities and systems, often
outside of existing government structures

Longer durations than projects, exceeding 10 years or
being open-ended (even if beneficiary cycle is limited)

Often ambitious vision, not constrained by
immediately available resources

Ambition to ensure national geographic coverage

Aligned with long-term development objectives and
national priorities

Broad target group reflecting transformative ambition
while allowing for specific interventions, creating
broad inclusion and flexibility

Result from consultative process, drawing on previous
expe-riences and best practices

Combining government and external funds, potentially
ena-bling delegated management

Under government leadership, allowing for its
management of funding from all sources

Progressively defined in primary legislation over time.

legislation and/or financing agreements

HOW TO MOVE FROM A PROJECT-BASED TO AN IMPACTFUL

PROGRAMMATIC APPROACH

Countries can follow multiple pathways in their transition to a
programmatic approach centered on a national flagship safety
net program. For some countries, the national safety net program
evolves from successful projects that have demonstrated clear
impacts. In such cases, the initial project’s ambition, scale, and
duration are progressively expanded while institutional and legal
arrangements are strengthened. For other countries, the national
safety net program may be designed from the outset, drawing
on evidence of impacts, lessons learned on cost-effectiveness,
analyses, and stakeholders’ experiences.

While pathways may differ, all require four key elements:
government leadership, sustained financial commitment, clear
institutional arrangements, and stakeholder buy-in:

1. Strong government leadership: Governments are at the
heart of their national safety net flagship program due to their
unique ability to bring support to scale in an equitable and
efficient manner. Governments lead the design process to
ensure alignment with national priorities. They also provide
the program with a robust legal framework, through which
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its transformative ambition—permanence, full scale, and
national coverage—can be credibly defined. It is under this
national vision that governments can oversee implementation
and convene partners around a single framework, coordinate
financing, and harmonize parameters and delivery systems.
Governments in the Sahel, together with partners, are also
well-equipped to identify and learn from best practices within
their countries as well as from other successful national social
protection programs in the region, drawing on this to inform
parameters and modalities.

. Financial commitment over an extended period of time:

National flagship programs do not need to secure full, long-
term financing up front. But credible, multi-year commitments
from governments (even if modest at first) and from partners
are essential. These commitments enable the program to
launch, demonstrate results, and build capacity, which in turn
attracts additional resources. The national program can then
become the preferred platform for resource mobilization,
offering harmonized parameters and shared delivery systems
that improve efficiency and accountability.

.Clearly defined institutional arrangements: National

safety net programs require robust governance: clear
mandates, roles and accountabilities, agreed parameters
(eligibility, benefit levels, frequency, and modalities),
and standardized delivery systems (social registries to
understand population needs, payments mechanisms to
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ensure timely support, management information systems
to drive continuous improvement, and grievance-redress
mechanisms to address beneficiary complaints). Strong
institutional anchoring—backed in primary legislation and
by regulations, standard operating procedures, and decision
rights — enables effective implementation at scale. Strongly
anchoring national programs in institutions reduces the risk
of fragmentation and ad hoc changes in design, targeting,
or time horizons; reinforces government leadership and
alignment with national development objectives; and builds
confidence among partners on how resources are being used
and benefits delivered.

. Stakeholder buy-in: Buy-in from multiple stakeholders is

critical for the development of a national program and its
deployment at scale. Because multiple actors are expected
to contribute to the national program—through financing,
implementation, outreach, or data—stakeholders need to
be convinced of the value of the programmatic approach (its
impact, equity, sustainability, and efficiency). Stakeholders
also need to be committed to aligning behind it, rather than
creating parallel, smaller projects at the margins, which
would return to a project-based approach. Importantly, buy-
in is built not only through consultation, but through active
participation of actors, consensus-building ensuring there is
shared governance, clear roles in the national effort, visible
recognition of contributions, and joint accountability for
results as well as knowledge exchange.

Realizing the full potential of ASP in boosting the resilience of the poorest and most vulnerable in the Sahel requires a deliberate effort

to bring safety nets interventions to scaled national flagship safety net programs. The most efficient, impactful and equitable way to
do this is by building a broad coalition around these core programs. Moving away from a collection of small, time-bound projects

toward a strategic national flagship program under government leadership entails a fundamental shift in how social protection is

organized and delivered.
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