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Social protection initiatives in Africa 

 Demand for social protection programs within more 

empowered segments of the poor population in African 

societies is set to increase due to high levels of 

poverty, faster economic growth, rapid urbanization, 

and increasingly open, pluralistic political systems.  

 Resources required to meet this future demand will be 

substantial and are bound to compete with 

investments required to accelerate and broaden the 

current economic growth process.  

 African governments are spending substantial and 

increasing amounts of resources on health and 

education and efforts will have to be made to markedly 

improve access to these public services for the poor 

and vulnerable.  



Social protection initiatives in Africa 

 Social protection initiatives in Africa increasingly aim to 

institutionalize systems that guarantee assistance for the 

poor and protect the vulnerable against livelihood risks. 

Much of the impetus has come from international 

development actors, with some notable exceptions.  

 Three overlapping agendas shape these developments.  

 

1. Technocratic: “What works?”  

Numerous social transfer projects have been implemented in Africa in 

recent years, often through a partnership between a bilateral or 

multilateral donor and an international NGO, which together provide 

the driving force in terms of project initiation and design, funding, 

technical assistance, monitoring, and evaluation. The degree of 

involvement by national and local government varies.  

 

 

 



Social protection initiatives in Africa 

2. Ideological: “What’s right?”  

In contrast to discretionary interventions that are implemented by 

locally unaccountable actors, such as donors NGOs, other programs are 

based on an implicit social contract between governments and citizens 

and embody a notion of rights, claims, or entitlements. Recent years 

have seen a series of declarations of intent led by the African Union— 

culminating in a Social Policy Framework (2008) to move toward 

recognition of a minimum social package.  

3. Political: “What’s popular?”  

Political agendas underpinning social protection are context specific, 

but a number of common features can be mentioned 

o Social protection is inevitably politicized, but not necessarily 

adversely.  

o Significant challenges exist in coordinating social protection among a 

multiplicity of actors 

 

 

 

 



Social protection initiatives in Africa 

o Informal political processes, especially systematic patterns of patronage 

politics, are likely to shape social protection as much as formal 

institutions. 

o Donors have shifted to an emphasis on reducing poverty through growth 

and “good governance,” by means of poverty reduction strategies and 

direct budgetary support.  

o Social protection has recently moved up the donor policy agenda, but 

commitment remains relatively weak and short-term.  

o There is little to be gained from attempts to either bypass or work with 

entrenched patronage systems, but hope lies in the fact that political 

contexts are not immutable, and social protection can be an agent of 

change.  

 

 The most important lesson to draw from protection policy processes in 

Africa is that initiatives that evolve out of (or are adapted to) domestic 

political agendas and respond to local conceptualizations and 

prioritizations of need are more likely to succeed 

 

 



Fiscal affordability of social protection 

schemes 
 The fiscal affordability of expanding social protection 

schemes in Africa has long been seen as a major 

impediment to implementing them.  

 Recent experiences with cash transfers, free health care, 

and other programs in other parts of the developing world 

as well as some places in Africa, however, suggest that the 

affordability of social protection needs a fresh look.  

 An expansion of social protection in middle-income African 

countries is feasible, as the examples of southern African 

countries demonstrate. It might be the case that a package 

of social protection initiatives might also be affordable in 

low-income African countries.  

 

 

 



Fiscal affordability of social protection 

schemes 
 Affordability depends on the costs of the package, 

existing spending available for social protection, and the 

ability to mobilize additional domestic and foreign 

resources.  

 There is great heterogeneity in each of these parameters. 

 The ILO undertook simulation studies for 12 low-income 

countries to estimate its cost.  

 The proposed package includes: 
• Free basic health care (estimated on a cost basis)  

• A child benefit (15 percent of per capita gross domestic product up 

to US$0.50 a day (purchasing power parity, or PPP),  

• Targeted income support to the poor and unemployed 

• Pensions for disabled and elderly people at 30 percent of GDP per 

capita up to US$1.00 (PPP) paid to a maximum of 1 percent of the 

population and to all people 65 and older, respectively.  



Fiscal affordability of social protection 

schemes 
 The assumption of administrative costs that are purely 

proportional to the payout in the case of cash transfer programs 

could be problematic. 

 Clearly, there will be fixed costs for setting up cash transfer 

programs, and the variable costs are likely to be lower than the 

assumed 15 percent.  

 Two alternatives for administrative costs can be considered.  
1. Costs amount to a fixed $5 (at exchange rates) per capita per year 

plus 10 percent of cash transfer payouts;  

2. Costs amount to US$10 (PPP) per capita per year, a considerably 

lower amount than the first assumption (particularly in very poor 

countries) that reflects the fact that much of the fixed 

administrative costs are wage costs, which are lower in poorer 

countries.  



Fiscal affordability of social protection 

schemes 
Table 1. Estimated costs of basic social security as a share of GDP (2008)  

        Burkina Faso Cameroon Ethiopia Guinea Kenya Senegal Tanzania 

Universal pensions   1.1 0.8 1 0.6 0.9 1.1 1.1 

Basic health care     5.5 2.6 3.6 1.5 3 2.5 1.4 

Child benefit     2.8 1.8 2.8 1.5 3 2 3.1 

Social assistance     0.6 0.4 0.6 0.3 0.6 0.5 0.6 

Admin. Costs, cash transfers (ILO) 0.7 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.7 0.5 0.7 

Admin. Costs per capita US$ (ILO) 2.6 4 1 1.2 3.5 3.8 2.1 

Alt. #1       6.8 7.6 5.7 5.8 7.3 7.5 6.4 

Alt. #2       5.1 6.5 2.3 2 5.9 6.8 5.5 

GNI per capita US$   440 990 170 400 580 760 350 

Total       10.6-12.1 6.0-6.8 8.8-12.1 4.4-5.9 8.2-9.5 6.6-7.6 7.9-9.7 

ODA 2006     14.1 9.2 14.6 4.9 4.1 9 14.2 

Tax 2006       11.1 11.1* 10.7* n.a. 18.3 16.1* n.a. 

Basic social protection expenditure 2010 1.1 0.6 1.3 0.4 1.6 0.6 2.1 

Social protection + health spending latest year 4.9 2 9.6 0.8 1.6 3.6 4.5 

Source: Klasen, 2012 



Fiscal affordability of social protection 

schemes  
 

Figure 1 Projected cost of social protection package 
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Fiscal affordability of social protection 

schemes 
 In total, the costs of the package are between 5 and 12 

percent of GDP in the countries listed; this is a sizable 

sum and requires a considerable increase of existing 

social security spending, which is currently estimated to 

be around 0.5 to 2 percent in the countries concerned  

 The difficulty of implementing the full package is also 

apparent if it is set against domestic resource 

mobilization and aid flows. The tax/GDP ratio in the 

countries listed is between 10 and 18 percent. From this 

resource envelope, an introduction of all elements of the 

social protection package is not feasible in the short-

term.  

 A gradual implementation of the package based on 

national needs, priorities, and affordability is an option.  

 



Fiscal affordability of social protection 

schemes 

 
 A roll-out of the full basic social security floor may not be 

fiscally feasible for low-income African countries at this 

time.  

 However, a progressive introduction of the elements of the 

social protection floor is still possible. In particular, the 

following options merit careful country-specific analysis and 

discussion. 

1. To the extent that donor support for social protection can be 

substantially and sustainably increased, a phase-in of the full package 

is feasible in the medium term in many countries.  

2. To the extent that countries with unsustainably low tax/GDP ratios 

can raise their tax revenue levels in the medium term, phasing in the 

full package might be feasible in the medium term from domestic 

resources.  

 



Fiscal affordability of social protection 

schemes 

 
3. To the extent that existing (domestic and donor-financed) social 

sector spending can be partly reallocated toward the social security 

floor, a phase-in of the full package can also be feasible in the medium 

term.  

4. Elements of the package are easily affordable for almost all African 

countries. In particular, universal noncontributory pensions are 

affordable in virtually all contexts.  



Future research on “convergence” 

 
 The expenditure estimates set out above raise at least two 

major strategic research questions.  

 First, how can scarce public sector resources be stretched to 

achieve the highest possible economic growth while facilitating 

access to social services for the largest number of poor and 

vulnerable people?  

 This requires a better understanding of the synergies between 

public expenditures, access to social services and related 

outcomes, productivity growth in agriculture, and poverty 

reduction.  

 Greater empirical evidence regarding the manner in which 

different categories of public expenditure on education, health 

and even nutrition can enhance agricultural productivity would 

help countries reduce competition and duplication of efforts by 

aligning interventions of different government bodies.  



Productive impact of increased health and 

education: evidence from Burkina Faso 
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Future research “what works in social 

protection” 

  The second strategic research question asks how social 

protection programs can be designed and targeted to allow 

countries to effectively and efficiently meet their growing 

needs.  

 To find out “what works” in social protection, donors and 

implementers are increasingly calling upon researchers to 

empirically demonstrate the effectiveness of programs.  

 It needs to be recognized that changes in social outcomes 

can only be attributed to the interventions of a particular 

social protection program if the impact evaluation meets 

certain conditions. 

 Second, successful scaling up and replicability of programs 

crucially relies on the ability of researchers to accumulate 

evidence beyond the impact and cost-effectiveness of such 

programs.  



Future research “what works in social 

protection” 

 
 In addition to simply demonstrating impact, assessments 

need to tell us what factors contributed to that impact by 

uncovering the so-called impact pathways 

 Uncovering impact pathways is only possible if learning 

aspects are allowed to be an integral part of any assessment.  

 Evaluations designed in such a way can provide the necessary 

evidence for rational decisions concerning social protection 

program designs that adapt to country-specific contexts and 

motivate governments to integrate these programs into 

broader growth and poverty-reduction policies.  

 


