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131. Contending with life-cycle and climate risks: The compelling case for universal social protection

 X Figure 1.4 What are the implications of life without social protection  
(selected examples)?  What are the cost of inaction? 

Figure 1.4  What are the implications of life without social protection (selected examples)? 
What are the cost of inaction? 

 

The implications of
life without social 
protection…

Increased health security threats with the 
spread of existing diseases and the 

emergence of new diseases

More families resort to child labour 
due to livelihood impacts

... amplified by the climate 
crisis and a poorly managed 

(unjust) transition

Increased unpaid care burden, rising labour 
market inequality tied to women’s lower 

adaptive capacity

Unaffordable and inaccessible healthcare 
is impoverishing, and causes unnecessary
pain and morbidity

160 million children are engaged in child 
labour and are deprived of their childhoods

Women have to go back to work 
soon after having their babies

For people on the margins, financial stress 
harms mental health and general wellbeing 
and shortens life

Persons with disabilities face constraints 
in participating in social and economic life 
and face poverty risks

Workers cannot support families if a 
work injury or unemployment occurs

Older persons have to work until they die 
rather than enjoy their golden years free 
of the necessity of work

Inequality grows and millions more are 
impoverished, which heightens the risk of 

social breakdown and undermines
the social contract

More likely to suffer injuries or
death in disasters

Greater heat stress affects older person’s 
higher sensitivity to temperature fluctuations

Climate policies displace workers who 
become more economically insecure 
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s X For social protection systems to fulfil their potential in responding to 
climate change and addressing life-cycle risks, they must be reinforced 
and adapted. Additional efforts are needed to ensure universal coverage 
and comprehensive and adequate protection. Adaptive social protection 
requires actions to enhance the resilience and responsiveness of social 
protection systems during crises, including those caused by climate 
change.

 X For the first time, more than half of the world’s population (52.4 per 
cent) are covered by at least one cash social protection benefit (SDG 
indicator 1.3.1), representing an increase from 42.8 per cent in 2015. While 
this constitutes important progress, an alarming 3.8 billion people remain 
entirely unprotected. If progress were to continue at this rate at the global 
level, it would take another 49 years – until 2073 – for everyone to be 
covered by at least one social protection benefit.

 X The world is currently on two very different and divergent social protection 
trajectories: high-income countries are edging closer to enjoying universal 
coverage (85.9 per cent), and upper-middle-income countries (71.2 per 
cent) and lower-middle-income countries (32.4 per cent) are making large 
strides in closing protection gaps. At the same time, the coverage rates of 
low-income countries (9.7 per cent) have barely moved since 2015.

 X Countries at the front line of the climate crisis and most susceptible to 
its hazards are woefully unprepared. In the 50 countries that are most 
vulnerable to climate change, only 25 per cent of the population are 
effectively covered, leaving 2.1 billion people facing the intensifying 
impacts on livelihoods, incomes and health without any social protection. 
In the 20 most vulnerable countries, less than 10 per cent of the population 
is covered, leaving 364 million people wholly unprotected.

 X Gender gaps in global legal and effective coverage remain substantial. 
Social protection systems must become more gender-responsive and 
address inequalities in labour markets, employment and society at large.

 X Increasing the adequacy of social protection is paramount to realize its 
potential to prevent and reduce poverty, address inequalities and enable 
a dignified life. Ensuring adequate benefits across the life cycle is key 
to guaranteeing universal social protection and striving towards higher 
benefit levels. The climate crisis will increase human needs, and require a 
commensurable increase of the range and level of benefits to address new 
and transformed risks.

 X Countries spend on average 19.3 per cent of their GDP on social protection 
(including health), but this figure masks staggering variations. High-income 
countries spend on average 24.9 per cent, upper-middle-income countries 
11.8 per cent, lower-middle-income countries only 5.8 per cent, and low-
income countries a mere 2.0 per cent of their GDP.



 X Financing gaps in social protection are still large. To guarantee at least 
a basic level of social security through a social protection floor, lower-
middle-income countries would need to invest an additional 6.9 per cent 
of their GDP and upper-middle-income countries 1.4 per cent. Low-income 
countries would need to invest an additional US$308.5 billion per year, 
equivalent to 52.3 per cent of their GDP, due to their large social protection 
coverage gaps and low GDP, which will not be feasible in the short term 
without international support.

 X Options exist to fill financing gaps while tackling climate inequalities within 
and between countries. This includes taxing those who consume and 
produce more carbon emissions (including by removing subsidies) 
and redistributing revenues through social protection. International climate 
finance, including for loss and damage, should be used to strengthen 
the resilience of the most vulnerable countries, including through social 
protection.

 X Social protection systems must be adapted to face the challenges posed by 
the climate crisis. Adaptive social protection requires increased coherence 
and coordination between social protection and climate policies, costing 
and financing strategies that consider climate risks, flexible scheme 
design and investments to enhance the resilience and responsiveness of 
operations and benefit delivery.



513. Getting the basics right: Closing protection gaps and strengthening systems

 X 3.1 Where do we stand in building social 
protection systems?

In the face of the climate crisis, establishing 
permanent comprehensive provision in the form 
of universal and adaptive social protection systems 
is indispensable to prepare for the escalating 
impacts it will inflict. The alternative – scrambling 
to assemble last-minute, residual and suboptimal 
responses that do not reach everyone – is simply 
not a rational and responsible way to proceed. 
Ultimately, progress towards social protection 
for all is elapsing too slowly to protect people 
against ordinary life-cycle risks and the looming 
challenges ahead, whether driven by the climate 
crisis or by other factors.

Many countries have made significant progress 
in strengthening their social protection systems 
(ILO 2021q). The massive policy response during 
the COVID-19 pandemic showed the power of 
social protection to contain crises and respond to 
human needs, with the large majority of countries 
implementing social protection measures. 

However, many of these measures were only 
temporary (Orton, Markov and Stern-Plaza 
2024). Not making them permanent was a lost 
opportunity to strengthen systems, especially in 
light of the overwhelming evidence that countries 
with comprehensive systems already in place 
could respond quickly and more effectively to a 
massive covariate shock (ILO 2021q).

For social protection systems to effectively 
address both life-cycle and climate-related risks, 
they need to get the basics right: it is necessary 
to make sure that (a) everyone is protected and 
able to access benefits when needed (section 3.2), 
(b) this protection is comprehensive and adequate 
(section 3.3), (c) systems are sustainably and 
equitably financed (section 3.4), and (d) the 
essential institutional and operational capacities 
are established and adapted to address climate 
and transition impacts (section 3.5).

 X 3.2 Coverage trends: Positive but too slow

3.2.1 Global and regional 
overview of social protection 
coverage (SDG indicator 1.3.1)

The world has surpassed an important milestone: 
for the first time, more than half the world’s 
population (52.4 per cent) are covered by at 
least one social protection benefit, representing 
an increase of 9.6 percentage points since 2015 
(see figures 3.1 and 3.2). Yet, the remaining 
47.6 per cent – as many as 3.8 billion people – 
are left unprotected, without access to any 
social protection.

It is particularly concerning that in the 50 countries 
most vulnerable to climate change, only 25 per 
cent of the population is covered, leaving 
2.1 billion people unprotected (see figure 2.3b). In 
the 20 most vulnerable countries, less than one 
in ten persons is covered (8.7 per cent), leaving 
364 million persons to fend for themselves. This 
prompts great concern and shows that much of 
the world is unprepared and the most vulnerable 
populations on the front line of the climate crisis 
are woefully unprotected.

The world is on a divergent course (see figure 3.2). 
High-income countries continue to close 
protection gaps, making steady and substantial 
progress, with coverage increasing over the 
period 2015–23 from 81.0 per cent to 85.9 per 
cent. Lower-middle- and upper-
middle-income countries have 
achieved marked improvement 
in coverage rates, which have 
increased from 20.9 per cent to 
32.4 per cent and 56.5 per cent 
to 71.2 per cent, respectively. 
However, in low- income 
countries, coverage has barely 
moved, with only 9.7 per cent 
of the population protected, 
which is deeply concerning. 
In the face of widespread 
repercussions of climate 
change and life-cycle risks, the 
extension of coverage should 
be of highest priority, which 
will require international support, including a 
more enabling global financial architecture 
that can support national efforts in expanding 
fiscal space.

It is particularly 
concerning that  
in the 50 countries 
most vulnerable 
to climate change, 
only 25 per cent 
of the population 
is covered, leaving 
2.1 billion people 
unprotected.
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533. Getting the basics right: Closing protection gaps and strengthening systems

 X Figure 3.2 SDG indicator 1.3.1: Effective social protection coverage, global, regional  
and income-level estimates, by population group, 2015 and 2023 (percentage) 

Notes: See Annex 2 for a methodological explanation, and Annex 5 for more detailed data. Global and regional 
aggregates are weighted by population group. Estimates are not strictly comparable to the previous World Social 
Protection Report due to methodological enhancements, extended data availability and country revisions.

Sources: ILO modelled estimates, 2024; World Social Protection Database, based on the Social Security Inquiry; ISSA 
Social Security Programs Throughout the World; ILOSTAT; national sources. 
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54  X World Social Protection Report 2024–26:  Universal social protection for climate action and a just transition

 X 38.9 per cent of people with severe disabilities 
receive a disability benefit, up by 6.1 percentage 
points (section 4.2.5).
 X 37.4 per cent of people enjoy employment 
injury protection for work-related injuries and 
occupational disease, up by 4.6 percentage 
points (section 4.2.4).
 X 16.7 per cent of unemployed people receive 
unemployment cash benefits in the event of job 
loss, up by 1.3 percentage points (section 4.2.6).
 X 79.6 per cent of people above retirement age 
receive a pension, up by 5.5 percentage points 
(see section 4.3).
 X 37.3 per cent of vulnerable persons are covered 
by social assistance, up by 10.6 percentage 
points (see section 3.2.3).
 X 60.1 per cent of the global population is covered 
by social health protection, stalling since 2015 
(see section 4.4).

Across regions, there has been an uneven increase 
in effective coverage rates between 2015 and 2023 
(figure 3.2).

 X Africa has achieved only modest progress with 
an increase of coverage rates from 15.2 to 
19.1 per cent of the population. Given that African 
countries face pronounced vulnerabilities to the 
climate crisis, it is concerning that more than 
80 per cent of their population must fend for 
themselves without any social protection. This 
does not bode well for Africa’s readiness to cope 
with the climate crisis.

 X The Europe and Central Asia region already had 
relatively comprehensive and mature social 
protection systems, and increased coverage 
from 82.1 to 85.2 per cent. Nonetheless, 
there are still important gaps to close that 
are indicative of a substantial vulnerable 
population who is insufficiently covered.

 X Figure 3.3 Effective coverage: number of covered and uncovered persons  
by social protection branch, 2023 

Source: ILO estimates; World Social Protection Database, Social Security Inquiry; ILOSTAT and UNWPP.

Figure 3.3  Effective coverage: number of covered and uncovered persons 
by social protection branch, 2023   
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573. Getting the basics right: Closing protection gaps and strengthening systems

 X Figure 3.5 Employed population contributing to social security, by status  
in employment, type of contract and working-time arrangement, selected countries 
and territories, latest year (percentage) 

(a) High-income countries 

(b) Middle- and low-income countries and territories 

Source: Based on labour force survey data, ILO Harmonized Microdata Collection, ILOSTAT. For more information, 
see Bourmpoula et al. (forthcoming).
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62  X World Social Protection Report 2024–26:  Universal social protection for climate action and a just transition

 X Figure 3.8 SDG indicator 1.3.1 on effective coverage for protection of vulnerable 
persons: Share of vulnerable persons receiving cash benefits (social assistance),  
by region, subregion and income level, 2015 and 2023 (percentage) 

Notes: See Annex 2 for a methodological explanation. Global and regional aggregates are weighted by population. 
Estimates are not strictly comparable to the previous World Social Protection Report due to methodological 
enhancements, extended data availability and country revisions.

Sources: ILO modelled estimates, 2024; World Social Protection Database, based on the Social Security Inquiry; ISSA 
Social Security Programs Throughout the World; ILOSTAT; national sources.
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3.2.5 Gender gaps: progress 
towards gender-responsive 
social protection systems

Social protection coverage still shows significant 
gender inequali t ies , with the ef fec t ive 
coverage of women by at least one cash social 
protection benefit lagging behind that of men 
by 4.5 percentage points (50.1 and 54.6 per 
cent respectively), especially in middle-income 
countries (see figure 3.9, first panel). A full picture 
of gender gaps is, however, difficult to obtain 
given a persistent lack of data. Only 20 countries 
produce complete sex-disaggregated data for 
child benefits, disability benefits, employment 
injury benefits and old-age pensions.

Clearly, there is a long way to go in closing gender 
gaps in social protection. At the same time, social 
protection policies hold great potential to enhance 
gender equality and help realize women’s rights 
(UN Women, forthcoming; ILO 2021). Yet, in 
practice, social protection policies have not always 
addressed the following gender-specific risks and 
challenges in relation to gender equality: gender-
based inequalities in employment, the unequal 
division of unpaid care work, and gender-specific 
risks across the life cycle (Razavi et al., forthcoming 
a; ILO 2024a). These three factors are interrelated 
and shape how women engage in paid and unpaid 

work, which has important 
knock-on effects on their social 
protection coverage.

An example is the coverage for 
old-age pensions, for which 
the most comprehensive data 
disaggregated by sex are 
available for a large number 
of countries (f igure 3.9). 
The data show that, in most 
regions and subregions, 
older women are less likely to 
receive a contributory pension than men (second 
panel) but, in many cases, they are more likely to 
receive a non-contributory (tax-financed) pension 
(third panel).

Similarly, women of working age tend to be less 
likely than men to contribute to a pension scheme 
across all regions if measured as a percentage 
of the working-age population (fourth panel), 
due to their lower participation in employment 
(sixth panel).

Yet, if measured as a percentage of the labour 
force (fifth panel), the picture is much less clear:

 X In some parts of the world (for example, in sub-
Saharan Africa, Southern Asia and in Central 
and Western Asia, and in low- and middle-
income countries generally), women in the 
labour force are less likely to contribute than 
men. This is especially the case when they work 

 X Box 3.3 In-kind social protection: India’s Targeted Public Distribution System
India’s Targeted Public Distribution System is one of the world’s largest legally binding social assistance 
schemes providing in-kind food security to about 800 million people. Operated with end-to-end 
digitalization and transparency measures, it ensures efficient foodgrain delivery. Its national portability 
enables access for beneficiaries from other federal states.

The Targeted Public Distribution System provides 35 kilograms of foodgrain per month to the most 
vulnerable households, while other qualifying beneficiaries receive 5 kilograms per month. From 2013 
to 2022, the Targeted Public Distribution System provided rice, wheat and millet at subsidized rates and, 
since 2023, these products are free until 2028. The Targeted Public Distribution System entitlement is 
equal to around half of the average monthly per capita cereal consumption in India.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Government nearly doubled the monthly food grain entitlements 
for its 800 million beneficiaries by providing an additional 5 kilograms of foodgrain for each beneficiary 
free of charge for 28 months until December 2022.

Studies show that the scheme protects people from surging food prices (Negi 2022). After some reforms, 
and improved coverage, the scheme reduces poverty and food insecurity (Drèze and Khera 2013; Thomas 
and Chittedi 2021). The Targeted Public Distribution System also significantly prevented extreme poverty 
levels from worsening in India between 2020 and 2021 (Bhalla, Bhasin and Virmani 2022). Its distribution 
of fortified rice and inclusion of millet have further boosted its capacity to combat undernutrition and 
micronutrient deficiencies.

Social protection 
policies hold  
great potential  
to enhance gender 
equality and help 
realize women’s 
rights.
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 X Figure 3.9 Gender gaps in effective social protection and pension coverage: 
SDG indicator 1.3.1 on effective social protection coverage, beneficiaries  
of contributory and tax-financed pensions, contributors to pension schemes  
and labour force participation rates, by sex, 2023 (percentage) 

Notes: Global and regional aggregates are weighted by population aged 65 and over for old age beneficiaries; by 
working-age population and labour force aged 15 and over for the contributors; and by working-age population for 
the labour force participation rates.

Sources: ILO estimates, World Social Protection Database, based on the Social Security Inquiry; ISSA Social Security 
Programs Throughout the World; ILOSTAT; national sources.
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in sectors and occupations associated with 
high levels of vulnerability, such as agriculture 
or domestic work (ILO 2023w). 
 X Elsewhere, women in the labour force are 
roughly on par with men (for example, in 
Eastern Asia) or even more likely to contribute 
than men (for example, in Northern Africa, 
the Arab States, and Latin America and the 
Caribbean, and generally in high- and upper-
middle-income countries), where women 
often work in the public sector, clerical jobs, 

manufacturing (for example, the garment 
sector), health and education.

These patterns call for a more nuanced analysis of 
social security coverage of women that examines 
more thoroughly how gendered employment 
patterns are mirrored, mitigated or exacerbated in 
social protection systems. Analysing the data from 
a life-course perspective provides further insights 
into the impact of employment patterns on social 
security coverage by age (see box 3.4).

 X Box 3.4 Life-course patterns in social security coverage in Brazil,  
India and South Africa

A recent analysis of social security coverage by age in Brazil, India and South Africa found that, for people 
in employment (including self-employment), gender differentials are smaller than what might have 
been expected overall, yet with intriguing life-course patterns (ILO and ISSA 2023). In India and South 
Africa, coverage rates for young women are higher than for men up to a certain age, then their coverage 
rates drop below those of men after around 30 years in India and around 40 years in South Africa. The 
drop in coverage for prime-age women, at least in India, may reflect the impact of family structure 
and motherhood on their employment patterns: women shift to more “flexible” work arrangements for 
care-related reasons, which also carries a penalty in terms of social security coverage. In contrast, Brazil 
displays higher and relatively stable coverage rates for both women and men in their prime age, and 
women are more likely to contribute than men for almost all age groups.

 X Figure B3.4 Share of persons in employment who contribute to a pension scheme, by 
sex and age, selected countries, latest available year (percentage) 

Source: ILO and ISSA (2023).
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the financing gap to ensure 
a social protection floor for 
all – including access to at 
least a basic level of income 
security (SDG target 1.3) and 
access to essential healthcare 
(SDG target 3.8) – persists in 
most low- and middle-income 
countries (Cattaneo et al., 
2024). For low- and middle-
income countries, the financing 
gap equals 3.3 per cent of GDP 
annually (figure 3.13), with 
2 per cent of GDP required for 
essential healthcare and 1.3 
per cent for the five key social 

protection cash benefits. Of this, 0.6 per cent of 
GDP is required for child benefits, 0.3 per cent 
for old-age pensions, 0.2 per cent for disability 

benefits, 0.2 per cent for unemployment benefits 
and 0.05 per cent for maternity benefits.

In absolute terms, to fill this gap across all low- 
and middle-income countries, countries need to 
mobilize an additional US$1.4 trillion per year. 
Most of these funds (60.1 per cent) are required for 
essential healthcare, followed by 17.8 per cent for 
child benefits, 8.3 per cent for old-age pensions, 
7.1 per cent for disability benefits, 5.2 per cent 
for unemployment benefits and 1.5 per cent for 
maternity benefits.

The global perspective masks signif icant 
disparities among national income groups. Low-
income countries face the largest financing gap, 
amounting to US$308.5 billion, or 52.3 per cent of 
their GDP. Among regions, Africa has the largest 
financing gap to bridge for achieving a social 
protection floor: 17.6 per cent of the region’s 

 X Figure 3.13 Financing gap for achieving universal social protection coverage per year, 
by social protection benefit, by region and income level, 2024  
(percentage of GDP) 

Source: Cattaneo et al. (2024).
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GDP per year. By contrast, in Europe and Central 
Asia, the financing gap as a proportion of GDP is 
the lowest across regions and country income 
groups. It stands at 1.9 per cent of GDP per year, 
with 1.2 per cent of GDP for essential healthcare 
and 0.6 per cent for the five social protection 
cash benefits.

3.4.3 Ensuring equitable  
and sustainable social protection 
financing for a just transition

 X Options for equitable fiscal  
space expansion

Different options exist to increase fiscal space 
for social protection (Ortiz et al. 2019). When 
designing social protection financing strategies, 
governments can address increasing climate 
inequalities within and between countries, to 
support people least responsible for climate 
change and least equipped to adapt (Chancel, 
Bothe and Voituriez 2023).

Reducing inequalities within countries: 
Filling social protection floor financing gaps 
through revenues from explicit and implicit 
fossil fuel subsidies

Reducing the unequal impact of climate change 
on national populations requires the promotion 
of progressive taxation and social policies, 
including by taxing those that consume and 
produce more CO2. One option is the progressive 
removal of fossil fuel subsidies (explicit fossil fuel 
subsidies) or the increase in the price of carbon-
intensive goods and services through a carbon 
tax or emissions trading system (implicit fossil 
fuel subsidies). In the short run, social protection 
systems need to be already in place to cushion the 
adverse impacts of fossil fuel subsidies removal 
on households. In the long run, reinvesting the 
savings and/or revenues from such reforms into 
social protection can increase the coverage and 
adequacy of benefits, win public support for the 
reforms, and even reduce poverty and inequality 
to below pre-reform levels (see section 2.2.1).

Removing explicit and implicit fuel subsidies 
can contribute to filling social protection floor 
financing gap. Across low- and-middle-income 
countries, explicit and implicit fuel subsidies 
represent 1.2 and 9.7 per cent of GDP, respectively 
(Cattaneo et al. 2024). These subsidies compare 
with an overall social protection financing gap of 
3.3 per cent of GDP (figure 3.14).

However, significant variations exist across 
countries and regions. The potential for filling 
financing gaps using fiscal space created by 
fossil fuel subsidy reforms is generally greater 
in middle-income countries and limited in 
low-income countries. Middle-
income  countries tend to 
spend more on explicit fuel 
subsidies. They also produce 
and consume more carbon-
intensive goods and services 
(i.e., they have higher carbon 
emissions) ,  which raises 
the revenue potential from 
removing implicit subsidies 
through taxation or emissions 
trading systems.  On the 
other hand, both spending on 
explicit subsidies and carbon 
emissions are generally low in 
low-income countries. Thus, 
in these countries explicit 
and implicit fuel subsidies 
represent only 1.0 per cent and 2.6 per cent of GDP, 
respectively. This further confirms the conclusions 
that low-income countries cannot fill their social 
protection floor financing gaps from domestic 
resources alone and will require international 
assistance (Cattaneo et al. 2024) (box 3.6).

Middle- income countries could consider 
repurposing explicit fuel subsidies or using 
carbon pricing to fill their financing gaps. Options 
for reinvesting such resources include extending 
coverage, increasing benefit adequacy or raising 
the comprehensiveness of social protection.

However, not all reinvestment options will 
automatically cushion households from any 
negative impacts caused by fossil fuel subsidies 
removal or carbon taxes. The most appropriate 
option depends on the parameters of the existing 
system and the estimated impact of the reforms 
on prices and households (see section 2.2.1).

 X Box 3.6 Expanding fiscal space through the Global Accelerator on Jobs  
and Social Protection for Just Transitions

The Global Accelerator,1 launched in 2021 by the United Nations Secretary-General, seeks to address 
multiple challenges, including climate change, that are erasing development progress, and accelerate 
the achievement of the SDGs, including by creating decent jobs and extending social protection.

The Global Accelerator comprises three interconnected pillars – integrated policies, financing and 
enhanced multilateral coordination. The financing pillar connects integrated policies with financing 
strategies. This includes: (a) ensuring that ministries of economy and finance pursue macroeconomic 
policies that foster social investment; (b) inviting public development banks and the private sector to 
contribute through policy loans or increasing the social impact of current investments; (c) ensuring that 
international financial institutions protect and extend public social spending. The Global Accelerator 
also supports fiscally constrained countries by mobilizing more international finance (such as official 
development assistance and climate funds) for creating decent jobs and extending social protection. 

1 See https://www.unglobalaccelerator.org/.

The potential for 
filling financing 
gaps using fiscal 
space created 
by fossil fuel 
subsidy reforms is 
generally greater  
in middle-income 
countries and 
limited in low-
income countries. 

https://www.unglobalaccelerator.org/
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 X Figure 3.14 Comparison between the resources allocated to explicit and implicit fuel 
subsidies and the financing gap for a social protection floor, 2024 (percentage of GDP) 

Source: Cattaneo et al. (2024) based on data from the IMF Climate Change Indicators Dashboard, accessed 
February 2024.
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financing gap. Across low- and-middle-income 
countries, explicit and implicit fuel subsidies 
represent 1.2 and 9.7 per cent of GDP, respectively 
(Cattaneo et al. 2024). These subsidies compare 
with an overall social protection financing gap of 
3.3 per cent of GDP (figure 3.14).

However, significant variations exist across 
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fossil fuel subsidy reforms is generally greater 
in middle-income countries and limited in 
low-income countries. Middle-
income  countries tend to 
spend more on explicit fuel 
subsidies. They also produce 
and consume more carbon-
intensive goods and services 
(i.e., they have higher carbon 
emissions) ,  which raises 
the revenue potential from 
removing implicit subsidies 
through taxation or emissions 
trading systems.  On the 
other hand, both spending on 
explicit subsidies and carbon 
emissions are generally low in 
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represent only 1.0 per cent and 2.6 per cent of GDP, 
respectively. This further confirms the conclusions 
that low-income countries cannot fill their social 
protection floor financing gaps from domestic 
resources alone and will require international 
assistance (Cattaneo et al. 2024) (box 3.6).

Middle- income countries could consider 
repurposing explicit fuel subsidies or using 
carbon pricing to fill their financing gaps. Options 
for reinvesting such resources include extending 
coverage, increasing benefit adequacy or raising 
the comprehensiveness of social protection.

However, not all reinvestment options will 
automatically cushion households from any 
negative impacts caused by fossil fuel subsidies 
removal or carbon taxes. The most appropriate 
option depends on the parameters of the existing 
system and the estimated impact of the reforms 
on prices and households (see section 2.2.1).

 X Box 3.6 Expanding fiscal space through the Global Accelerator on Jobs  
and Social Protection for Just Transitions

The Global Accelerator,1 launched in 2021 by the United Nations Secretary-General, seeks to address 
multiple challenges, including climate change, that are erasing development progress, and accelerate 
the achievement of the SDGs, including by creating decent jobs and extending social protection.

The Global Accelerator comprises three interconnected pillars – integrated policies, financing and 
enhanced multilateral coordination. The financing pillar connects integrated policies with financing 
strategies. This includes: (a) ensuring that ministries of economy and finance pursue macroeconomic 
policies that foster social investment; (b) inviting public development banks and the private sector to 
contribute through policy loans or increasing the social impact of current investments; (c) ensuring that 
international financial institutions protect and extend public social spending. The Global Accelerator 
also supports fiscally constrained countries by mobilizing more international finance (such as official 
development assistance and climate funds) for creating decent jobs and extending social protection. 

1 See https://www.unglobalaccelerator.org/.
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Reducing inequalities between countries: 
Leveraging international climate finance for 
social protection
Climate inequalities between countries imply 
differentiated mitigation responsibilities and 
for countries that are larger net contributors to 
global warming to provide financial assistance 
to countries with limited adaptation capacity 
(Chancel, Bothe and Voituriez 2023). This principle 
is enshrined in the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which 
defines climate finance as financing that seeks to 
support climate change mitigation and adaptation 
action (UNFCCC 2023a).

Social protection is increasingly recognized at 
climate negotiations (UN 2023c; 2023a; 2023b) and 
in the literature (Hallegatte et al. 2024; Malerba 
2022) as making a key contribution to climate 
change mitigation, adaptation and loss and 
damage response. Hence, international climate 
financing should contribute towards building 
social protection systems. This applies especially 
to low-income countries vulnerable to climate risks 
and where filling financing gaps from domestic 
resources is challenging. Sources of climate 
finance are diverse, comprising regional and 
multilateral development banks, climate funds, 
international and regional financing partnerships, 
and financing arrangements for addressing losses 
and damages.

However, to date, only very limited international 
climate finance has been directed towards social 
protection (Aleksandrova 2021). More progress 
is required to mainstream climate change 
objectives in social protection policy and vice 
versa. For example, it is important to include social 
protection and health in nationally determined 
contributions and national adaptation plans. 
This is a precondition for directing multilateral 
climate financing to social protection. However, 
such integration remains limited: only 20 out of 
196 nationally determined contributions assign 
a role to social protection in climate action, and 
even fewer cite concrete actions for systems 
strengthening (Crumpler et al., forthcoming). 
Funding institutions need to recognize the role of 
social protection in climate action and explicitly 
reference it in their investment frameworks. On 
the other hand, national governments and climate 
fund applicants must also realize the potential of 
social protection and insist on fund allocation 
for social protection systems strengthening 
(Aleksandrova 2021).

 X Anticipating future needs  
and financial preparedness  
for sustainable financing

Social protection financing strategies must adapt 
to the medium- and long-term impacts of climate 
change on needs, revenues, contributions and 
costs. Furthermore, pre-arranged financing is 
paramount if social protection systems are to 
provide income security and healthcare during 
extreme events (see section 2.1). Estimates show 
that only 2–3 per cent of crisis financing is pre-
arranged (Crossley et al. 2021), indicating that 
most responses are ad hoc and likely insufficient.

Social security schemes should factor climate 
risks into their actuarial valuations and 
reserves for financial sustainability (ILO, ISSA 
and OECD 2023). There are increasingly accurate 
and comprehensive forecasts of long-term climate 
change, the effects of which can be considered 
by actuarial valuations to ensure fund resilience 
(see section 4.3.9). This requires needs, cost 
and contributions modelling and anticipation. 
For social health protection schemes, actuarial, 
epidemiological and climate modelling expertise 
could be combined to strengthen the financial 
resilience of schemes (ILO 2024f), given that 
these may face increased demand linked to the 
intensification of climate-related shocks.

Greater integration of disaster-risk financing 
instruments in social protection financing 
can enable a more effective and sustainable 
response to disasters  (UNICEF 2023a). 
Instruments may include contingency budgets, 
reserve funds and contingency credits or loans. 
National governments may also make use of 
regional sovereign insurance mechanisms such 
as the Africa Risk Capacity and channel payouts 
through the social protection system. Disaster-risk 
financing is usually embedded in a country’s legal, 
policy and institutional arrangements, and better 
linkages with social protection systems must be 
developed, including through contingency plans 
for support during climate-related disasters 
(UNICEF 2023a). Crucially, these additional sources 
should not displace other sources of financing 
necessary for ensuring sustainable and equitable 
social protection financing.



753. Getting the basics right: Closing protection gaps and strengthening systems

 X 3.5 Adapting and strengthening institutional  
and operational capacities

To ensure that social protection can play its role 
in supporting inclusive climate action and a just 
transition (Chapter 2), its systems need to be 
strengthened and adapted, especially in countries 
with nascent social protection institutions.

Universal and adaptive social protection requires 
two core actions (see figure 3.15):

 X enhance institutional and operational 
capacities and processes to meet current and 
future needs; and
 X adapt the system to new and increasing 
demands resulting from direct climate change 
and transition impacts.

 X Figure 3.15 Selected actions to strengthen and adapt institutional  
and operational capacities

Dimension Actions to strengthen  
the social protection system 

Additional actions for climate  
action and a just transition

Po
lic

y 
an

d 
go

ve
rn

an
ce

Policy, strategy and legal 
frameworks

	X Social protection policies and 
strategies formulated, regularly 
updated and implemented through 
participatory national dialogue 

	X Integration of social protection and 
climate policies and strategies, legal 
frameworks adjustments accordingly 
and needs assessments

Governance and 
coordination 

	X Social protection institutions are well 
resourced and well coordinated with 
other sectors 

	X Coordination with other sectors 
pertinent to just transition, climate 
change adaptation and disaster 
response

Financing 	X Sustainable and equitable financing 
strategies 

	X Costing scenarios adjusted to climate 
and transition impacts and  
pre-arranged financing

Monitoring and 
evaluation

	X Policymaking informed by evidence 
on process and impact

	X Climate-specific performance 
indicators

Sc
he

m
e 

de
si

gn

Eligibility and qualifying 
conditions

	X Eligibility criteria set in line with 
international standards

	X Capacity for flexible adjustment  
of criteria to respond to new needs

Adequacy: level, value, 
frequency and duration

	X Level and duration of benefits and 
quality of services aligned with 
international standards 

	X Capacity for short-term and 
long-term adaptation of benefit 
parameters  
to ensure adequacy

Comprehensiveness 	X Full range of life-cycle risks covered, 
with linkages to complementary 
services

	X Linkages to active green and climate-
sensitive labour market policies, skills, 
agricultural support and insurances 

O
pe

ra
ti

on
s 

an
d 

de
liv

er
y Outreach, enrolment,

contribution collection,
benefit delivery, 
grievance mechanisms

	X Inclusive and on-demand access 
across the delivery chain and 
progressive digitalization of 
processes 

	X Standard operating procedures 
and contingency plans for service 
continuity and surge capacity  
for increased demands

Information systems 	X Interoperable social protection 
information systems, including 
national single registries 

	X Linkages to disaster risk 
management and humanitarian 
registries, early warning system 
and geographic information system 
databases
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Attaining this dual objective will ensure 
institutional readiness, thereby reducing sole 
reliance on reactive, untimely and fiscally 
inefficient measures and inadequate stop-gap 
solutions (ISSA 2022).

3.5.1 Policy and governance: 
Increasing coherence and 
coordination between social 
protection and climate policies

Social protection policies and strategies, guided 
by social dialogue, ensure the progressive 
strengthening of social protection systems. These 
should also inform legal framework reforms to 
make sure that rights and obligations align with 
international standards. Reinforcing governance 
mechanisms includes effective coordination with 
other sectors, ensuring sustainable and equitable 
financing strategies, regular monitoring, and 
evaluation of implementation, processes and 
impact that can inform policy reform processes.

The following actions can help prepare social 
protection systems and adapt them to better 
facilitate inclusive climate action and a just 
transition (box 3.7):

 X Incorporating climate risk in addition to 
life-cycle risks in national social protection 
policies and strategies based on an 
assessment of the socio-economic impacts of 
climate policies and the climate crisis (Costella 
and McCord 2023). Adjustments should be 
underpinned by inclusive dialogue with social 

partners and other representatives of persons 
concerned, including indigenous communities 
(Cookson et al., forthcoming; ILO 2020i).
 X Defining the role of social protection 
in nationally determined contributions 
and national adaptation plans, disaster risk 
management strategies and/or (just) transition 
plans.
 X Ensuring legal frameworks allow for 
(temporary) adjustments of eligibility criteria, 
benefit levels and duration when crises occur.
 X Including ministries of labour and social 
af fairs /development /protec tion in 
just transition planning and enhancing 
coordination with ministries of environment 
and energy, finance, economy and planning, 
and agriculture.
 X Assigning clear roles and responsibilities 
and standard operating procedures to 
social protection, disaster risk management 
and humanitarian actors in disaster response 
contexts (ISSA 2023a).
 X Including impacts of 
c l imate change and 
climate policies in the 
costing of schemes and 
ensure (pre -arranged) 
availability of f inancing 
(section 3.4.3).
 X Adding per f ormance 
indicators for resilience 
building, responsiveness 
to climate risks and climate 
policies in social protection 
monitoring and evaluation 
frameworks.

 X Box 3.7 Institutionalizing social protection responses to climate shocks  
in Azerbaijan

Azerbaijan’s national social protection system has implemented emergency responses to smaller-scale 
localized natural disasters for several years. The current five-year National Socio-Economic Strategy 
includes activities to replace these ad hoc measures with institutionalized social protection responses 
to provide reliable and effective support to people affected by climate-related hazards. This includes 
defining legal provisions, guidelines and technical mechanisms for determining appropriate eligibility 
criteria, flexible and timely financing arrangements, rapid payment and clear roles and responsibilities 
of the institutions in implementing and coordinating the response through the social protection system.

Source: UNICEF (forthcoming).

Social protection 
policies and 
strategies, 
guided by social 
dialogue, ensure 
the progressive 
strengthening of 
social protection 
systems. 









	X For social protection systems to play their key role for climate action and a just transition, 
they need to provide adequate protection for everyone throughout their lives. Structured 
along the four social protection guarantees provided in Recommendation No. 202, this 
chapter delves into income security for children and families (section 4.1), people of working 
age (section 4.2) and older people (section 4.3), while section 4.4 focuses on social health 
protection. 



ke
y 

m
es

sa
ge

s X 4.1 Social protection for children  
and families

 X It is time to up the ante. Progress in the extension of social protection has 
occurred, but access to inclusive and integrated social protection remains 
elusive for the vast majority of children – only 23.9 per cent of children 
aged 0 to 18 globally are covered by child cash benefits. This equates to 
1.8 billion children of this age range missing out.

 X Given the well-recognized poverty reduction properties of social protection 
(on both monetary and multidimensional child poverty), this protection 
gap prompts deep concern considering that children make up more 
than half of the world’s extreme poor. Today, 333 million children are still 
living below the extreme poverty line, 1.4 billion children are living below 
the higher international poverty line and almost 1 billion children live in 
multidimensional poverty. Some 1.9 billion children – 80 per cent – are at 
high climate risk.

 X The positive impacts of social protection for children are beyond question. 
Extensive evidence shows that child-sensitive social protection reduces 
poverty while also contributing to income security in households, protects 
against child labour and has broader significance for child health, early 
childhood development, education and food security. However, in the 
absence of social protection, these basic conditions for well-being are 
less likely to be met during childhood, creating lasting conditions that are 
difficult to rectify in later life.

 X Children, especially those in poverty, are bearing the brunt of the 
climate crisis. This unfolding crisis is tantamount to “structural violence 
against children” and compromises their well-being and prospects. It 
also underscores the importance of making social protection systems 
more inclusive and resilient so that they continue to achieve their core 
objectives and support the additional needs that climate change is 
creating. Investment in social protection for all children is crucial for 
intergenerational solidarity and equity, and an essential investment to 
uphold the rights of future generations. It will also support the capability 
formation and requisite skills development of children that a green 
transition will demand.

 X To close protection gaps and achieve positive impacts for all children, 
expenditure needs to increase, especially in the early years. Analysis of 
age-related spending shows that all children – and the families in which 
they live – are underserved in terms of social protection, particularly in 
early childhood. On average, 0.7 per cent of GDP is spent on child benefits 
globally. Again, large regional disparities exist: the proportion ranging 
from 0.2 per cent in low-income countries to 1.0 per cent in high-income 
countries.
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834. Strengthening social protection for all throughout the life course

4.1.1 The role of social 
protection in addressing 
persistent poverty and socio-
economic vulnerabilities 
for children, exacerbated 
by compounding crises, 
including climate

Social protection is an investment that contributes 
to children enjoying their rights and accessing 
the support they need. When social protection 
is absent, children are at a higher risk of multiple 
child rights violations and are exposed to the long 
lasting impacts of child labour, disease, missed 
education, poor nutrition and poverty.

The unfolding climate crisis 
carries an extremely high 
poverty risk for children and 
has been deemed “a form of 
structural violence against 
children” (UN 2023e). One in 
four deaths among children 
under 5 years old worldwide 
is the result of avoidable 
environmental damage and 
the climate emergency (UNICEF 
Innocenti 2022). Children are 
especially vulnerable, owing 
to the spread of more deadly 
diseases, lower ability to 
regulate body temperatures in 
heatwaves, and malnutrition 
from greater food insecurity 
(UNICEF 2023b).

From an intergenerational 
equit y and social justice 
perspective, readying children 
for even 1.5°C of warming 
alone should be sufficient 
motivation for policymakers 
to build social protection 
systems and other key services 

for all children. Evidence from global research 
conducted by UNICEF demonstrates that, globally, 
only 46 parties have included child-sensitive 
social protection commitments in their key 
climate policy documents (UNICEF, forthcoming). 
Ultimately, governments must escalate their SDG 
commitments to end extreme child poverty and 
increase social protection coverage of children.

 X Impact of COVID-19 on child poverty

In the last decade, there has been a large 
reduction in the absolute number of children 
living in extreme child poverty. However, during 
the period 2019–22, estimates suggest that 
poverty reduction has stalled, and that three years 
of progress have been lost, 
mainly because of COVID-19. 
Poverty would have increased 
even fur ther without the 
central role of social protection 
in containing its impoverishing 
effects (ILO and UNICEF 2023).

COV ID -19 is jus t one of 
the compounding cr ises 
experienced by children and 
their families in recent years, 
suggesting that other global 
concerns, such as the climate 
crisis, are likely to act as a 
drag on the progress needed 
for children.

Between 2013 and 2022, extreme child poverty 
rates fell from 20.7 to 15.9 per cent. In real terms, 
this meant that the number of children living in 
extreme poverty fell by 49.2 million. Notably 
however, rates were already at 15.9 per cent in the 
year before the COVID-19 pandemic. This points to 
“three years of lost progress” for children living in 
extreme poor conditions. Estimates suggest that, 
without this lost time, another 30 million children 
would have escaped extreme child poverty 
worldwide (Salmeron-Gomez et al. 2023).

The most recent figures from the World Bank and 
UNICEF show that 333 million children are still 
living in households with an income lower than 
US$2.15 per person (extreme poverty line). At the 
higher international poverty lines, a staggering 
820 million children live on less than US$3.65 
a day (lower-middle-income poverty line), and 
1.4 billion children are living on less than US$6.85 
a day (upper-middle-income poverty line) – or 
3 in 5 children worldwide (Salmeron-Gomez et al. 
2023). In addition, approximately 1 billion children 
experience multidimensional poverty, deprived 
of their basic rights to health, nutrition, water, 
sanitation, education and shelter (UNICEF 2021a).

Global figures hide the increased risk that many 
children experience when it comes to extreme 
child poverty. Not only are there large differences 
by regions of the world, national income levels and 
experiences of conflict and fragility, but personal 
and family attributes also play a role – for instance, 

The unfolding 
climate crisis 
carries an 
extremely high 
poverty risk for 
children and has 
been deemed  
“a form of 
structural violence 
against children”. 
One in four deaths 
among children 
under 5 years old 
worldwide is the 
result of avoidable 
environmental 
damage and 
the climate 
emergency. 

During the period 
2019–22,	estimates	
suggest that 
poverty reduction 
has stalled, and 
that three years of 
progress  
have been lost, 
mainly because of 
COVID-19.	
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children who experience disabilities or have family 
members with disabilities, or girls and women 
when compared to boys and men. Families who 
care for a person with a disability experience both 
a loss in earned income (lost earnings potential as 
care time increases) as well as higher living costs 
due to additional expenditures related to that care. 
Women and girls are over-represented globally 
among the poorest and are disproportionately 
impacted by multiple intersecting deprivations due 
to social and economic exclusion and restrictive 
gender norms and expectations. Yet, social 
protection often fails to incorporate and address 
gendered risks, needs and opportunities. Many 
other categories of children are at a higher risk 
of poverty – such as migrant or forcibly displaced 
children, indigenous children and children living in 
remote settings – and this must inform the design 
of social protection policies for children.

 X Child poverty risks and the climate 
emergency

The climate emergency represents a major 
threat to progress in reducing child poverty risks 
worldwide. The direct and indirect child poverty 
risks take different forms from sudden-onset 
events (for example, flash floods), slower-onset 
changes (for example, desertification) and 
environmental degradation (UNICEF 2021b).

Child poverty is both a driver 
of vulnerability and a result 
of overall climate risk. Firstly, 
children in poverty are more 
exposed to climate risks. Six out 
of ten children already living in 
multidimensional poverty are 
expected to experience at least 
one climate risk a year, and 
three out of ten children live in 

provinces with very high climate risks and a high 
concentration of multidimensionally poor children 
(Global Coalition to End Child Poverty 2023).

Secondly, lower-quality housing, poor water and 
sanitation facilities, existing food insecurity, health 
issues and inadequate access to information, 
mean that children in poverty are more likely to 
suffer harm once a climate shock hits. Poor families 
with children also have fewer coping capacities to 
respond to negative effects or adapt to a changing 
climate due to fewer financial resources. They 
also have limited social protection; children living 
in higher-risk environments have less access to 
social protection (see figure 4.5). In high-income 
settings, children in poorer households and other 

disadvantaged subgroups also experience the 
greatest environmental risk and harm (UNICEF 
Innocenti 2022).

Climate risks are disproportionally exacerbated 
for those vulnerable to intersectional inequalities 
relating to race, gender, caste, class and gender 
(Lankes, Soubeyran, and Stern 2022). These 
intersectional inequalities impact exposure to 
climate-related shocks and influence the strategies 
used to cope with the impact.

Finally, extreme weather events, slow-onset 
impacts and other climate-related shocks can 
exacerbate child poverty. They can directly 
impact families, children’s living standards and 
poverty risks, by destroying homes, farms and 
communities. This, in turn, affects productivity 
and increases the risk of illnesses, including poorer 
mental health. Indirectly, the disruption of public 
service provision, like health, nutrition, drinking 
water, sanitation and hygiene and education – all 
of which significantly impact children’s access to 
care, and the destruction of natural resources 
– have a knock-on effect on child poverty and 
development (Diwakar et al. 2019; Lankes, 
Soubeyran, and Stern 2022).

Since poorer people have higher exposure to 
natural hazards related to climate shocks, and 
fewer resources to respond effectively, the risks 
associated with climate-related shocks and 
stressors need to be addressed. This means 
protecting consumption, promoting asset building 
and productivity, and creating opportunities for 
families to diversify from activities they used 
to rely on for their livelihoods (Hallegatte et 
al. 2014) through short-run, 
rapid, inclusive, climate-smart 
and targeted adaptation 
interventions (Hallegatte et 
al. 2016).

Based on the aforementioned 
e v i d e n ce  a n d co v e r a g e 
concerns, social protection 
and essential ser vices to 
support children exposed 
to climate-related risks and 
families living with climate 
emergencies are critically 
n e e d e d .  S t r e n g t h e n i n g 
households’ resilience and 
coping strategies in response 
to climate shocks requires investing in robust 
social protection systems, and enhancing their 
shock responsiveness. Such systems can be scaled 
up in advance or in the aftermath of a (climate) 
shock (Global Coalition to End Child Poverty 2023).

Child poverty  
is both a driver of 
vulnerability and 
a consequence of 
overall climate risk. 

Social protection 
and essential 
services to 
support children 
exposed to 
climate-related 
risks and families 
living with climate 
emergencies are 
critically needed. 
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 X Realizing the right of children to 
social protection is indispensable 
for combating child poverty and 
promoting children’s well-being

Social protection policies are powerful tools in 
alleviating poverty for children and their families. 
They protect families at risk of falling into poverty; 
they help all children connect to key services, such 

as health and education; and they protect children 
from other major risks, such as child labour 
(box 4.1). Overcoming these challenges is essential 
for realizing the rights and full potential of all 
children (box 4.2). Ensuring children’s rights to social 
protection and to an adequate standard of living, 
health, education and care, and achieving the 2030 
Agenda, requires a conducive policy framework that 
prioritizes the needs and requirements of children 
and their participation in the process.

 X Box 4.1 Social protection, child labour and the climate crisis
Recent evidence compiled by the ILO and UNICEF (2022) shows that integrated social protection systems 
are powerful instruments to combat child labour (ILO 2013c). The climate crisis further emphasizes that 
strengthening social protection is a prerequisite for ending the scourge of child labour. Today, 160 million 
children are engaged in child labour. That is almost one in ten children worldwide (ILO and UNICEF 2021). 
The climate crisis will be an additional threat multiplier for child labour (ILO 2023m), primarily through 
increased poverty, but other channels will also heighten child labour risks. These channels include: changes 
to agricultural productivity; climate-related extreme weather shocks; climate-driven migration and conflict; 
health issues; and destruction or degradation of basic services infrastructure (ILO 2023m). The probability 
of increased child labour makes social protection all the more indispensable as a means to contain this risk. 
However, most children engaged in child labour lack social protection (ILO and UNICEF 2022). 

 X Box 4.2 The right of children to social protection
The right of children to social protection is underlined in Articles 26 and 27 of the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, which stipulates that “States Parties shall recognize for every child 
the right to benefit from social security, including social insurance, and shall take the necessary measures 
to achieve the full realization of this right in accordance with their national law” (Article 26).

The United Nations legal framework contains several provisions spelling out the various rights of children 
that form part of their right to social protection. These include: the human right to social security, taking 
into consideration the resources and circumstances of the child and people having responsibility for the 
child’s maintenance;1 the right to a standard of living adequate for the child’s health and well-being; and 
the right to special care and assistance.2 The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights further requires States to give the widest possible protection and assistance to the family, 
particularly with respect to the care and education of dependent children (Art. 10(1)).

Complementing human rights instruments, international social security standards are also part of the 
United Nations normative framework, with specific guidance on coverage, adequacy and key policy 
principles at the heart of a rights-based approach. The comprehensive ILO Social Security (Minimum 
Standards) Convention, 1952 (No. 102), sets minimum standards for the provision of family (or child) 
benefits in the form of a periodic cash benefit, benefits in kind (including food, clothing or housing) or a 
combination of both (Part VII).

The ILO Social Protection Floors Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202), emphasizes the universality of 
protection. It sets out that all children should have access to at least a basic level of social security – 
including access to healthcare and income security – allowing for access to nutrition, education, care
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 X Figure 4.1 Social protection for children and families (cash benefits) anchored in law, 
by type of scheme, 2024 or latest available year 

Disclaimer: Boundaries shown do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the ILO. See full ILO disclaimer.

Note: The universal child benefit count is higher than indicated in previous editions of the World Social Protection 
Report, owing to the inclusion of several territories. The number in parenthesis refers to the count of countries or 
territories.

Sources: ILO estimates, World Social Protection Database, based on the Social Security Inquiry; ISSA Social Security 
Programs Throughout the World; ILOSTAT; national sources.

4.1.2 The importance  
of ensuring child-sensitive 
social protection systems

 X Entitlement to child and family  
cash benefit schemes

Child and family cash benefit schemes constitute 
an important element of child-sensitive24 national 
social protection systems and play an essential 
role in ensuring income security for families. The 
proceeding section provides an overview of the 
legal coverage of such schemes worldwide.

As of 2024 (see figure 4.1), more than two thirds 
(145) of the 213 countries or territories for which 
data is available provide statutory child or family 
benefits. However, non-statutory programmes 
may still exist in other countries. Recent child 
benefit reforms show further progress (see 
table 4.1). Of the countries or territories with 
statutory periodic child or family benefits, the 
latest analysis of legal coverage indicates the 
following schemes operating worldwide:

24 See definition of “child-sensitive social protection” in box 1.5 in ILO and UNICEF (2023).

and any other necessary goods and services to live in dignity. The basic social security guarantees of 
the nationally defined social protection floor should apply, at a minimum, to all residents and children, 
as defined in national laws and regulations and subject to existing international obligations (Para. 6), 
including under the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights and other relevant instruments. Representing a rights-based approach 
strongly focused on outcomes, Recommendation No. 202 allows for a broad range of policy instruments 
to achieve income security for children, including child and family benefits (the focus of this report), 
as part of a broader portfolio of interventions. Moreover, this framework provides valuable insight for 
implementing a life-cycle approach to social protection that is suitably holistic, comprehensive and 
adequate to address all child rights.

1 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, Art. 22; International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, 1966, Art. 9; United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989, Art. 26.   2 Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, Arts 25(1) and (2).

 X Table 4.1 Child social protection reforms, selected countries, 2021–24

Country Year Adopted or planned measure
Brazil 2023 New supplement in Bolsa Família for children under 6 years old.

The Benefício Primeira Infância was introduced to supplement the Bolsa 
Família with an additional 150 Brazilian reais (US$28) paid each month  
to 8.9 million children aged 0 to 6 (Government of Brazil 2023b).

Libya 2021 Reactivation of universal child benefit for children under 18 years old.
Libya effectively reintroduced its universal child benefit which had been 
suspended since 2013. A monthly benefit of 100 Libyan dinars (US$20)  
is paid for all Libyan children aged 0 to 18.

Montenegro 2022 New universal child benefit for children under 18 years old.
The Government introduced a universal child benefit for children aged 
0 to 18 at the end of 2022. A flat rate monthly benefit of €30 (US$32)  
is paid for each child.

Oman 2023 New universal child benefit for children under 18 years old.
The Government introduced a universal child benefit in 2023 as part 
of a major reform of its social security system (ILO 2023h). A flat rate 
monthly benefit of 10 Omani rials (US$26) is paid for each child.

Republic  
of Korea

2022 Extension of age-limited quasi-universal child benefit,  
now for children under 8 years old.
A quasi-universal child benefit for children aged 0 to 6 was introduced 
in 2018, extended to children aged 0 to 7 in 2019, and subsequently 
to children aged 0 to 8 in 2022. A monthly benefit of approximately 
100,000 won (US$73) is paid for each child.

Sources: Based on ILO and UNICEF (2023); ILO, UNICEF and Learning for Well-Being Institute (2024) and information 
from national sources except where indicated otherwise.

Tax-financed Universal Child Benefit (UCB) (40)

Quasi-UCB: age-limited tax-financed benefits (5)

Quasi-UCB: affluence-tested tax-financed benefits (9)

Quasi-UCB: coordinated mixed-schemes (social insurance and tax-financed means-tested benefit) (4)

Social insurance and tax-financed means-tested benefit (non-universal) (11)

Social insurance only�(29)

Tax financed means-tested benefit only (47)

No child/family benefit anchored in legislation (68)

No data

http://ilo.org/disclaimer
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 X The importance of school feeding

School feeding programmes provide meals 
(including take-home rations) to school-age 
children and adolescents. They are critical for 
child well-being (see box 4.3). Currently, 418 million 
children worldwide receive free or subsidized 
daily school meals (WFP 2022). According to 
WFP (2022), there has been a global increase in 
government-led school feeding programmes, 
signifying heightened governmental commitment 
across different economic levels from 2020 to 
2022, with the percentage of countries with 
school feeding policies increasing from 79 per 
cent to 87 per cent. This expansion has also 
created approximately 4 million direct jobs 
across 85 countries (WFP 2022). School feeding 

programmes also serve as comprehensive 
integrated programmes with over 80 per cent of 
countries incorporating complementary health 
and nutrition activities, reinforcing their pivotal 
role in promoting schoolchildren’s well-being.

 X Combining cash benefits and access 
to key services and information

Access to cash benefits and childcare services 
yields multifaceted effects on social mobility, 
family income and educational outcomes, and 
reduces deprivations. Recent research indicates 
enduring effects, particularly in early childhood 
care and education investments, resulting in 
sustained growth of family income by increasing 
women’s labour force participation, and improved 

 X Box 4.3 The role of school feeding in addressing poverty, socio-economic 
vulnerabilities and supporting adaptation to the climate crisis

School feeding programmes can contribute to ensuring children’s development – including nutrition, 
health and education (Sanfilippo, de Neubourg and Martorano 2012) – and foster long-term social and 
economic development. By providing a consistent supply of essential nutrients to children, they enhance 
human capabilities and generate savings equivalent to 10 per cent of the income for economically 
disadvantaged households – and even more for take-home rations (Bundy et al. 2018).

They also help address the global food crisis and promote climate-smart and sustainable food systems. 
The estimated US$48 billion annual investment in these programmes offers a significant market for food 
producers, enabling the transformation of food systems and the increased sustainability of diets (WFP 
2022). Homegrown school feeding programmes (Tette and Enos 2020) are integral to this transformation. 
They can support smallholder farmers (especially rural women and indigenous producers) by purchasing 
more local food, which increases local agro-biodiversity and strengthens local food security (Hunter, 
Martínez-Barón and Loboguerrero 2022).

School meals programmes can help transform food systems through planet-friendly policies, delivering 
significant benefits for child health and wider society (Pastorino et al. 2023). In Armenia, solar power 
systems were installed in five schools and farms. The surplus electricity generated was sold back to the 
grid, and funds reinvested in school feeding programme and other social services. This stabilized farm 
produce demand and supply, and reduced food losses, electricity bills and carbon emissions. While there 
has been progress in expanding school feeding, challenges persist, particularly in low-income countries, 
with 73 million children still going to school hungry. Although these countries have increased domestic 
funding for school meals – from 30 per cent to 45 per cent between 2020–22 – international support 
has declined (WFP 2022). Addressing this challenge requires a concerted effort from development 
actors. Closing the funding gap in low-income countries presupposes exploring innovative financing 
models like debt-for-school-meal swaps and support from development partners and international 
financial institutions.

Ultimately, as countries continue to refine their social protection strategies, recognizing the inherent 
linkages with school feeding will be essential for ensuring child well-being. 
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l i fe trajec tories. Despite 
the positive impact of cash 
benefits, the limitations of cash 
alone are evident, emphasizing 
the need for complementary 
interventions to overcome 
non-financial and structural 
obstacles (Learning for Well-
Being Institute, 2024). “Cash 
plus” programmes, which 
integrate cash benefits with 
other interventions, address 
multifaceted challenges and 
maximize transformative 
potential (UNICEF, Hear t 
and UKAID 2022). Ensuring 
universal access to health 
and other services without 
hardship is also of critical 
importance for maximizing 
and sustaining the impacts of 
cash benefits. It is an essential 

component of child-sensitive social protection 
systems (see section 4.4). The role of social 
workers in promoting children’s well-being is key 
to connecting them with critical social services 
by challenging harmful norms that violate 
children’s rights.

 X Tackling inequality from the start 
for girls and young women

Making social protection for children more gender-
responsive focuses on how social protection can:
 X address gender-specific risks – that is, premature 
withdrawal of girls from school, gender-based 
violence, child marriage and forced labour, 
unpaid care work and discrimination against 
girls and young women; and
 X support sexual and reproductive rights for 
adolescents. 

It also centres on how the presence and care needs 
of children in households impact the welfare and 
development of adolescent girls, and the labour 
force participation and autonomy adult women 
and mothers – including women with multiple and 
intersecting vulnerabilities, such as women with 
disabilities, from ethnic minorities or from rural 
areas (Razavi et al., forthcoming a). 

Social protection systems are an essential 
mechanism for realizing children’s rights and can 
act as a powerful policy tool for the empowerment 
of girls and young women, particularly through 
gender-transformative approaches. This 

rights-realization and empowerment function 
can be especially pertinent for girls who, from 
the outset, experience gender inequalities in all 
its forms.

However, social protection for children remains 
woefully low and inadequate and much more 
needs to be done to enhance its gender-
responsiveness (Razavi et al., forthcoming a). 
Social protection must work for girls and women, 
and address structural gender inequalities. This 
means getting the basics right: closing protection, 
comprehensiveness and adequacy gaps. But 
it also requires gender-based increments as 
affirmative action, supporting 
the development of young 
women’s capabilities – through 
age-extended child benefits, 
quality education and training 
opportunities – and access 
to sexual and reproductive 
health services.

C h i l d  b e n e f i t s  a r e  n o t 
automatically “empowering” 
for mothers and women. For 
instance, conditional cash 
transfers can involve high 
transaction costs for women 
a n d  s o m e  c o n t r i b u t o r y 
family benefit schemes carry 
direct legal exclusion and 
differentiated and unequal 
treatment for men and women. 
Thus, child benefit design must 
support women’s engagement 
in formal employment. This 
presupposes accessible, affordable and quality 
social services and care services, which could be 
an area of decent job creation. Employers can 
help by adopting family-friendly policies (such as 
flexible working times, breastfeeding breaks and 
telework) to help working parents share work–care 
responsibilities. Enforcing compliance with child 
maintenance support payments would also help 
single parents, who are mostly women (Razavi et 
al., forthcoming a). 

 X Enhancing adaptation and the 
responsiveness of social protection 
for children to climate shocks

Getting the basics of social protection right and 
reducing vulnerability ex ante is key for contending 
with the climate crisis. This presupposes having a 
comprehensive social protection system in place, 

Ensuring universal 
access to health 
and other services 
without hardship 
is also of critical 
importance  
for maximizing  
and sustaining  
the impacts  
of cash transfers. 
It is an essential 
component of 
child-sensitive 
social protection 
systems.

Social protection 
systems are 
an essential 
mechanism for 
realizing children’s 
rights and can 
act as a powerful 
policy tool for  
the empowerment 
of girls and 
young women, 
particularly 
through gender-
transformative 
approaches. 
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providing adequate benefits to a large part of 
the population as part of an integrated set of 
social and climate action policies. Adaptation 
to the climate crisis implies benefit design and 
institutional capacity which allow for rapid 
extension, top-ups and advanced payments, and 
reaching children in remote locations.

Further adaptation could be made to increase 
shock responsiveness through adjustments 
and a systems-wide approach (see Chapter 3). 
For instance, when combined with disaster risk 
management approaches, this could mean 
additional or higher payments are triggered by 
metrological authorities when thresholds are 
passed (for example, too cold or hot, or flooding). 
For instance, UNICEF Bosnia and Herzegovina 
has supported a subnational shock-responsive 
social protection model which provides additional 
cash support for f lood-af fected children 
(UNICEF, forthcoming).

Given that climate risks impact the whole family, 
any protection designed to address a family’s 
resilience should take into account factors such 
as family size and specific risks such as child 
labour or child marriage. It should also address 
consumption needs, enhance asset building 
through in-kind support (such as drought-resistant 
crops), boost productivity by increasing parents’ 
access to decent work and higher earnings, and 
increase opportunities for diversified earnings 
and work opportunities. The latter requires 
social protection to help facilitate the transition 
of caregivers from sectors affected by climate 
mitigation policy (for example, brown-to-green) to 
unemployment support, or from high climate risk 
sectors of agriculture to less-affected agriculture 
sectors. This diversification of earnings promotes 
income security and resilience.

The removal of fossil fuel 
subsidies can expand fiscal 
space for child benefits whilst 
also contributing to wider 
climate change mitigation 
policies. Fossil fuel subsidies 
run counter to mitigating 
global heating and are often 
regressive. There has been 
growing interest in exploring 
how fuel subsidy reform 
frees fiscal space for social 
protection (section 2.1). There 
is also promising evidence 

25 See https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/child-family-benefits/cai-payment.html. 

that reforming subsidies would reduce child 
poverty. For example, simulations for converting 
Tunisia’s energy subsidy found that a universal 
child benefit would be both more progressive 
and more efficient in reducing poverty (Bouzekri 
and Orton 2019). Moreover, in 2010, the Islamic 
Republic of Iran cut its fuel subsidy and converted 
it into a quasi-universal basic income. Today, this 
effectively functions as an affluence-tested child 
benefit with a high coverage of 86.8 per cent 
(Kishani Farahani, Ali Khan and Orton 2019).

Furthermore, some countries are recognizing 
the need to offset the cost of greenhouse gas 
emission mitigation policies like carbon pricing. 
For instance, Canada’s Climate Carbon Rebate25 
is a modest tax-free supplemental payment paid 
to families with children through the Canadian 
child benefit – approximately US$41–75 per 
quarter for one child, with increments for each 
additional child.

Recent experience also shows how national 
child benefit systems can function as powerful 
shock-responsive mechanisms and can be 
extended to protect children displaced by crises. 
The international response to the war in Ukraine 
shows how well-developed systems are inherently 
shock-responsive. Millions of displaced Ukrainian 
children were accommodated by OECD systems, 
and given access to national child benefits. Other 
promising examples are demonstrated by the 
Brazilian Government which has granted access 
to its flagship cash transfers for vulnerable and 
displaced Venezuelan families (ILO and UNICEF 
2023). However, as section 4.1.3 shows, too many 
children remain uncovered and are not adequately 
protected against ordinary child life course risks 
or various crises.

 X A major push for universal  
child benefits

As social protection coverage for children slowly 
increases, momentum has gathered behind 
universal child benefits as a foundational policy 
for maximizing social protection coverage for 
all children. Recent evidence shows also how 
universal child benefits can effectively reduce 
absolute and relative income child poverty, while 
also acting as the foundation of a child-sensitive 
social protection system to unlock human 
capabilities for social and economic development 
and inclusive growth (ILO, UNICEF and Learning 
for Well-Being Institute 2024).

Reforming fossil 
fuel subsidies 
expands fiscal 
space for child 
benefits which 
contributes to 
wider climate 
change mitigation 
policies.

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/child-family-benefits/cai-payment.html
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On average across these countries, universal child 
benefits could reduce poverty by 5 percentage 
points, equivalent to a reduction of 39 per cent 
in the number of children experiencing poverty. 
In recent years, several countries have adopted 
universal child benefits, and many more are 
exploring the option (see table 4.1). Evidence would 
suggest that universal child benefits are a simple 
and effective way to address the dual challenge 
of maximizing social protection coverage for 
children, while addressing the persistent challenge 
of child income poverty risks.

4.1.3 The state of effective 
coverage for children

Current data on effective coverage indicate that 
only 23.9 per cent of children aged 0 to 18 are 
covered (see figure 4.3).26 This means the vast 
majority of children – 1.8 billion under 18 years old 
– are not covered. And fewer than one in ten (7.6 
per cent) in low-income countries receive a child 

or family cash benefits, leaving 
millions vulnerable to missed 
education, poor nutrition, 
poverty and inequality, and 
exposing them to long -
lasting impacts.

The proceeding trend data on 
effective coverage discussed 
below is currently available 
only for children aged 0 to 15. 
This data shows that, since the 

adoption of the SDGs in 2015, there has been a 
modest global increase in child benefit coverage, 
from 22.1 per cent in 2015 to 28.2 per cent in 2023.

Significant regional disparities continue to exist 
(figures 4.3 and 4.4). Effective coverage rates 
vary greatly across regions, and the same is 
true for improvements in coverage since 2015. 
In the Arab States, rates increased from 12.3 per 

26 Although there are approximately 2.4 billion children aged 0 to18 years worldwide, this report presents effective coverage 
data for children under 18 years old only for 2023 (or the latest available year) due to data constraints. Trend data (comparing 
2015 with 2023) is only available for those children aged 0 to 15 years, which represents 2 billion children in this age group; of 
these, 1.4 billion enjoy no effective social protection coverage. Furthermore, in this report, the use of “0 to 18 years” applies 
to all children aged from zero up until their 18th birthday. The use of “0 to 15 years” refers to all children aged from zero up 
until their 15th birthday.

cent to 14.2 per cent. In Europe and Central Asia, 
coverage has increased slightly from 74.4 per 
cent to 76.6 per cent. The Americas saw a more 
marked improvement, with rates increasing from 
49.6 per cent to 54.9 per cent. In Africa, coverage 
has increased, from 9.2 per cent to 15.4 per cent. 
Asia and the Pacific experienced the largest 
increase from 14.3 per cent to 22.4 per cent. 
However, this progress should not detract from 
the fact that Africa and Asia and the Pacific still 
have enormous absolute numbers of children 
– 492.8 and 764.8 million, respectively – who 
remain uncovered.

In low-income countries, rates have increased 
from 4.5 per cent in 2015 to 8.7 per cent in 2023. 
While progress has happened, it is too slow 
and remains woefully insufficient. Low-income 
countries continue to be affected by protracted 
humanitarian crises and are on the front line 
of climate breakdown, locking children in a 
perpetual cycle of poverty. For the same period, 
lower-middle-income and upper-middle-income 
countries have made much more substantial 
progress, with coverage increasing from 15.0 per 
cent to 23.5 per cent and from 21.8 per cent to 
27.8 per cent, respectively. High-income countries 
continue to edge closer to attaining universal 
coverage, with rates increasing from 76.8 to 80.5, 
yet still leaving one in five children uncovered.

The children least covered are those most 
susceptible to climate risks. Analysis shows that 
coverage rates for children in countries highly 
vulnerable to climate change are a third lower 
than those in countries not classified as being at 
high risk (ILO, Save the Children and UNICEF 2024).

Figure 4.5 by quadrant shows that all but one of 
the low-income countries experience high climate 
risk and low social protection coverage (top left). 
The majority of lower-middle-income countries are 
also found in this area. This patterning highlights 
a double concern for child poverty and inequality, 
both within and between countries, as social 
protection is least available in parts of the world 
where it is most needed.

Current data on 
effective coverage 
indicate that only 
23.9	per	cent	 
of children aged 0  
to 18 are covered.
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 X Figure 4.4 SDG indicator 1.3.1 on effective coverage for children and families:  
Share of children aged 0 to 15 receiving child and family cash benefits, 2023 or latest 
available year (percentage) 

Disclaimer: Boundaries shown do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the ILO. See full ILO disclaimer: ilo.org/
disclaimer.

Sources: ILO estimates, World Social Protection Database, based on the Social Security Inquiry; ISSA Social Security 
Programs Throughout the World; ILOSTAT; national sources.
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distribution is still hugely disproportionate and 
insufficiently focused on children.

The big challenge for closing protection coverage 
gaps for children lies in filling the social protection 
finance gap. To guarantee at least a basic level 
of social security for all children, lower-middle-
income countries would need to invest an 
additional US$88.8 billion and upper-middle-
income countries a further US$98.1 billion per 
year – equivalent to 1 and 0.3 per cent of GDP, 
respectively. Low-income countries would need 
to invest an additional US$59.6 billion, equivalent 
to 10.1 per cent of their GDP (Cattaneo et al. 2024). 
Options for expanding fiscal space are discussed 
in section 3.4.

There is also an opportunity to fill the financing 
gap and explore how climate financing can be 
leveraged for social protection. Given that children 
bear the brunt of the climate crises, despite 
contributing the least, and recognizing the role 
that social protection can play in climate action, 
climate financing could be considered to help 
fill the financing  gap and contribute to closing 
coverage gaps. While several sources of climate 
finance can be considered – international public 
climate finance, international private investment, 
national and international carbon markets or 
domestic finance – international climate finance 
should not eat into the finance available for 
addressing development and humanitarian 
needs. Analysis indicates that, since 2018, more 
than half of the climate finance mobilized by 
developed countries was not additional to existing 
development assistance (Mitchell, Ritchie and 
Tahmasebi 2021).

4.1.6 Priorities,  
and recommendations

To respond to children’s ordinary life course 
needs, the climate crisis and a just transition 
towards environmentally sustainable economies 
and societies, social protection will be more crucial 
than ever. This requires:
 X Accelerating progress towards universal 
coverage and progressively covering all 
children. Almost all countries can improve their 
child benefit provision and there are different 
ways to achieve universal coverage. Countries 
can progressively realize their child benefit, 

27 See https://www.childbenefitstracker.org/. 

introduce an age-limited benefit (for example, 
0–2 years) and build gradually towards a more 
inclusive child benefit – ideally, a full universal 
child benefit for children between 0 and 18 
years, and beyond. The recently launched Child 
Benefits Tracker27 provides an online platform 
to monitor children’s access to benefits and 
advocate for closing protection gaps.

 X Guaranteeing adequate benefit levels. For 
coverage to be transformative, it must deliver 
benefits set at values high enough to generate 
meaningful change in children’s lives and well-
being. Providing increments for critical life 
course stages, such as the first two years of life, 
would be prudent.

 X Providing a comprehensive range of benefits. 
While social protection instruments directed at 
families with children are critical for ensuring 
children’s well-being, the evidence also points 
to the clear role of other social protection 
instruments across the life cycle. The combined 
power of life cycle protection leads to a 
stronger reduction of the drivers of diminished 
well-being through a system-wide approach.

 X Building social protection systems that 
are rights-based, gender-responsive and 
inclusive. Ensuring the well-being of children 
and addressing the conditions that adversely 
affect them require robust social protection 
systems and schemes. These need to be 
(a) anchored in law, rights-based and inclusive 
in all dimensions – including, but not limited to, 
gender, disability, migratory status, race and 
ethnicity – and (b) well coordinated with social 
services, care and family-friendly policies, and 
decent work opportunities for parents and 
caregivers.

 X Ensuring that social protection systems are 
linked with broader care and support services 
and decent work policies. Adequate social 
protection across the life cycle – together with 
childcare and education, and decent work for 
parents and other caregivers – is critical for 
the well-being of children. This also means 
extending social protection to workers in the 
informal economy and protection for workers 
in all types of employment.

 X Enhancing shock responsiveness is crucial 
for protecting children in a world riven by 
climate breakdown and other crises. Having 
in place comprehensive systems can enable 
countries to respond quickly; if necessary, align 

https://www.childbenefitstracker.org/
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a humanitarian response with the national 
system-strengthening agenda; and address 
ordinary life-cycle challenges. Significant effort 
is therefore also needed to ensure that social 
protection systems and schemes are prepared 
before crises strike, while also channelling a 
rapid and effective response to shocks, to avert 
or lessen adverse child well-being impacts.

 X Ensuring sustainable and equitable financing 
for social protection systems. Mobilizing 
additional investment for social protection is 
key – tapping into loss and damage finance may 
be an option. It would compensate children 
for the climate threat they face and the fossil 
fuel excess of previous generations. It would 
also enable them to invest in the formation of 
capabilities required by a greener economy. 
Investment now would represent an act of 
intergenerational solidarity, and restorative 
and redistributive social justice, and would 
protect the rights of children yet to come.
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 X Strengthening social protection 
delivery systems

In addition to a general enabling environment of 
rule of law, peace and security, and functioning 
public digital and physical infrastructure, social 
protection systems need to ensure sound delivery 
capacity at every step in the delivery chain. This will 
enable people to have clear entitlements and to 
effectively access adequate benefits and services.

This requires:

 X Accessible and inclusive communication channels 
that ensure all members of society understand 
their entitlements and obligations, the 
administrative procedures to follow, and how to 
receive benefits and access services. Workers’ 
and employers’ organizations, as well as civil 
society organizations, can play an important 
role in this regard.

 X Identification and authentication mechanisms 
that can verify people’s identity when 
registering for a scheme or receiving a benefit 
or services. In some countries, the national 
identification system is universal and can be 
used for this purpose. Elsewhere, countries 
sometimes assign unique social security 
numbers at birth. In the absence of a unique 
identifier, schemes in some countries accept up 

to 30 different types of documents to register 
for a benefit (such as birth certificates, voter 
identification, utility bills or tax records).

 X Accessible and inclusive online and/or physical 
interfaces. Offices or mobile units should 
ensure that individuals can register and have 
their eligibility verified. Similarly, digital or 
physical points for contribution collection and 
payments or service delivery need to be easy 
to reach for recipients. Where digital options 
are absent or inaccessible, in-person support is 
important to ensure no one is excluded simply 
because of limited technological capacity (such 
as in remote areas). When digital systems 
are down or when a shock occurs, systems 
continuity needs to be maintained to allow for 
a rapid intake of large numbers of additional 
recipients.

 X Institutional capacity needs to be strengthened 
across all administrative levels. This requires 
processes for regular monitoring and periodic 
evaluation as well as ensuring users have 
access to impartial, transparent, effective, 
simple, rapid and inexpensive complaints 
and appeal mechanisms. This is only possible 
with well-trained staff with decent working 
conditions, including adequate labour and 
social protection.

 X 5.4 Ensuring sustainable and equitable financing 
of social protection

Social protection can only deliver for climate 
action and a just transition if it is sustainably and 
equitably financed through domestic resources 
and, where necessary, complemented by 
international financial support.

 X Enabling sustainably and equitably 
financed social protection systems

Ensuring strong social protection systems 
that can support a just transition requires the 
requisite investment. Yet, many countries are 
struggling to deliver on this task given limited 
fiscal space due to high informality and sovereign 
debt, which is giving rise to unsustainable debt 
servicing costs (ILO 2024k; UNCTAD 2024). As 
a result, numerous countries now find their 
interest payments exceeding what they spend on 

social protection. Also, in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, the rise of interest payments between 
2012 and 2021 curtailed spending on key public 
services and contributed to a decline in public 
investment (UNECLAC 2023). To avoid further 
debt accumulation, 134 governments began to 
cut public spending in 2021, a trend expected to 
continue until at least 2025. A significant aspect 
of this budget tightening has involved targeting 
and rationalizing spending on social protection 
as one of the main austerity measures used to 
reduce overall government expenditure (Ortiz and 
Cummings 2022).

However, diminishing expenditure on social 
protection will disproportionately affect the 
poorest households, widening the economic 
divide and aggravating intersecting inequalities 
(Okeke, Alexiou and Nellis 2021; Seguino 2010). In 
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turn, this will leave countries 
more v ulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change, 
undermining the achievement 
of mitigation, adaptation and 
just transition goals. Thus, 
reducing investment in social 
protection will compromise the 
achievement of several targets 
of SDG 1 on poverty, SDG 3 on 
health, as well as SDG 13 on 
climate action (Kentikelenis and 

Stubbs 2023). Safeguarding social spending for 
health, education and social protection is critical 
to achieving these objectives (IMF 2019). The 
USP2030 Principles for Financing Universal Social 
Protection (see box 5.5) reflect a broad consensus 
on key principles echoing the principles embedded 
in international social security standards.

Austerity measures are hitting current levels 
of social protection expenditure, which are 
insufficient to guarantee national social protection 

floors, let alone to provide progressively higher 
levels of protection to as many people as possible. 
Particularly for low- and middle-income countries, 
the additional investment needed to achieve SDG 
targets 1.3 and 3.8 is 3.3 per cent of their GDP 
(Cattaneo et al. 2024).

 X Filling financing gaps and securing 
sufficient fiscal space at the 
national level

Countries have different options to create 
and extend fiscal space for social protection 
(Ortiz et al. 2019). The key sources of financing, 
however, need to be domestic regular sources 
(such as progressive taxes and social security 
contributions) given that social protection systems 
imply regular long-term commitments that need 
to be sustainable to effectively protect people 
in the event of life-cycle and climate risks (see 
box 5.5).

 X Box 5.5 USP2030 Joint Statement: Principles for Financing Universal  
Social Protection

The Global Partnership on Universal Social Protection for All (USP2030) agreed the following key principles 
to guide the international and national financing of social protection:

 X The financing of social protection should take a rights-based approach and be guided by 
international social security standards. States have the obligation under international human 
rights treaties and international social security Conventions to progressively realize the universal right 
to social security, including to allocate the maximum available resources to ensure the right of all 
individuals to social security.

 X The State is the key actor for social protection financing and implementation, with six key 
priorities outlined for domestic resource mobilization. These include: (a) assign greater priority 
to social spending within government budgets; (b) enhance the progressiveness and effectiveness of 
the tax system to increase tax revenue and ensure equity in financing efforts; (c) increase revenues 
from social insurance contributions by expanding coverage of social insurance schemes; (d) improve 
the efficiency and transparency of public financing of social protection across all relevant levels and 
agencies of government and partners; (e) ensure adequate provision of shock-responsive financing; 
and (f) engage in inclusive social dialogue to determine the reforms and financing of the social 
protection system.

 X International resources should support the expansion of social protection systems in countries 
with limited fiscal space. Given that filling financing gaps for social protection through domestic 
resources will not be possible in the short term for many countries, there needs to be increased 
international support, with a focus on the following areas: (a) increased and better coordinated 
international financial support for social protection; (b) debt relief and restructuring; (c) international 
tax reform to increase revenues; and (d) coordinated international policy advice.

Source: USP2030 (2023a). 

Diminishing 
expenditure 
on social 
protection will 
disproportionately 
affect the poorest 
households.
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It is critical that countries formalize enterprises, 
employment and economic transactions, and 
strengthen the institutions required to collect 
taxes and social contributions, addressing tax 
evasion and the avoidance of social contributions. 
While the role of social contributions is sometimes 
contested, evidence shows that the reduction 
of contribution rates has not led to significant 
employment or formalization gains, but has 
instead further worsened financing gaps for social 
protection (Calligaro and Centrángolo 2023).

More promising strategies to increase fiscal space 
for social protection systems and floors are budget 
reprioritization, higher spending efficiency, 
combating illicit financial flows, macroeconomic 
policies that favour decent job creation, and 
innovative sources of financing, such as taxes 
on carbon (see section 3.4.3 and below). Given 
the immense income and wealth inequalities, 
countries could also apply more progressive 
taxation, through wealth or inheritance taxes, 
or excess or windfall profit taxes. In the current 
context of debt service-related development 
distress (UNECLAC 2023), if a portion of 
government debt could be renegotiated with 
lower interest rates, this could free a sizeable share 
of financial resources to devote to investments in 
social protection and essential services.

 X Filling financing gaps through 
international support

While domestic resource mobilization must 
remain the cornerstone of national social 
protection systems, in the case of low-income 
countries, an estimated financing gap of 52.3 per 
cent of their GDP (Cattaneo et al. 2024) makes 
international support absolutely necessary, so 
that countries can address immediate financing 
needs and build their social protection systems 
over time. However, of f icial development 
assistance remains both unpredictable and at 
levels below the internationally agreed goal of 
0.7 per cent of gross national income of the high-
income countries (in 2022, the average rate was 
0.37 per cent). According to data collected by 
the OECD Development Assistance Committee, 
only five countries met this goal. Despite some 
increase in the share of official development 
assistance allocated to employment and social 
protection as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

59 See https://www.oecd.org/development/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-data/idsonline.htm.
60 As of 1 January 2024, the ten richest people in the world are worth nearly US$1.47 trillion – US$30 billion more than a month 

earlier (Forbes 2024). 

official development assistance (ODA) allocations 
to social protection still remain very low.59 
Moreover, the climate finance disbursed so far 
has not been in addition to ODA, which implies it 
is tapping into ODA and therefore reducing what 
ODA commitments can do in other areas (Mitchell, 
Ritchie and Tahmasebi 2021).

To unlock social protection financing opportunities 
especially for low-income countries, in 2021, ILO 
constituents requested the Office to explore 
options for mobilizing international financing for 
social protection, including as a Global Fund for 
Social Protection (ILO 2021m; De Schutter and 
Sepúlveda 2012). ILO-commissioned research 
on the diverse experiences of global health, 
agriculture and climate funds suggests that a 
putative global fund for social protection could 
give priority to low-income countries to gradually 
build their national social protection floors. 
This would complement and support domestic 
resource mobilization efforts (Yeates et al. 2023). 
However, there are also risks to creating new 
vertical funds, including the risk of them being 
under-resourced and creating fragmentation in 
the area of financing social protection. Ensuring 
effective coordination with ongoing climate 
financing efforts is also key (see below). While 
private sources of finance can make substantial 
new funds available, great care is needed to 
ensure that ethical and vested interest concerns 
and due diligence are soundly anchored in 
governance structures and processes to avoid this. 
The full involvement of diverse representatives – 
government (different ministries), social partners 
and civil society groups (such as users and 
beneficiaries) – from countries of the global South 
in global-level deliberations is also crucial for the 
legitimacy of funds (Yeates et al. 2023).

The recently concluded agreement on a 
globally aligned minimum tax rate of 15 per 
cent on multinational corporations, despite 
some loopholes, could serve to retain domestic 
resources in the countries where firms are 
operating. The world is “awash” with capital, with 
soaring stock markets and a surge in private 
wealth.60 The challenge is to tap into this potential 
source of finance. There is growing support, 
including from ministries of finance of major 
countries, for a minimum 2 per cent wealth tax 
for billionaires (Elliott 2024), although the details 
still need to be worked out.

https://www.oecd.org/development/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-data/idsonline.htm
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 X Harnessing climate finance  
for social protection at national  
and international level

Social protection plays an important enabling 
function for climate change adaptation, mitigation 
and loss and damage response, and in facilitating 
a just transition towards greener economies 
(Chapter 2). To fulfil this role, social protection 
systems need to be sustainably and equitably 
financed. Harnessing climate finance could be 
essential to complement other financing sources 
for social protection to support a just transition 
(see section 3.4.3).

In countries hardest hit by climate change, 
leveraging international climate financing, 
including loss and damage funding arrangements, 
should help reinforce and adapt social protection 
systems to ensure that people, societies and 
economies are better prepared to tackle the 
risks of the climate crisis. However, this requires 
a greater recognition of the role of social 
protection for climate action both by climate 
finance institutions and by applicants to climate 
finance, including national governments. The 
first concrete step to move in this direction is 
to introduce clear commitments regarding the 
role of social protection for climate action in 
the context of countries’ nationally determined 
contributions, national adaptation plans, as well 
as pledges for net zero and sovereign green 
bonds. At the same time, the total available 
international climate finance flows need to 

expand significantly, especially those available for 
financing adaptation needs.

At the national level, the removal of explicit 
fossil fuel subsidies and the introduction or 
expansion of carbon pricing measures (that is, 
the removal of implicit fossil fuel subsidies) could 
free up or generate additional fiscal revenue. 
By redistributing some of these savings or this 
revenue through the social protection system, 
governments can compensate people for the 
associate price increases, thus helping to make 
climate policies equitable and feasible. This also 
constitutes an important opportunity for filling 
some of the social protection financing gaps, 
particularly in middle-income countries, which 
spend much more on explicit fossil fuel subsidies 
and have higher revenue potential from carbon 
pricing than low-income countries.

At the same time, maximizing the reduction of 
emissions and boosting government revenues 
through carbon pricing requires international 
cooperation, for example by introducing an 
international carbon price floor (Roaf, Black and 
Parry 2021). Emerging proposals suggest directing 
revenues collected through such international 
financing arrangements towards funding the 
adaptation needs of low- and middle-income 
countries (UNFCCC 2023b). If directed towards 
social protection, such cross-country transfers 
would promote fairer burden sharing and help 
address income and health losses from climate 
change through revenues generated from pricing 
emissions where they happen.

 X 5.5 Promoting universal social protection  
to advance social justice and a renewed social 
contract

This report has demonstrated the key role of 
universal social protection to enable people 
to cope with often intertwined climate and 
life-cycle risks, as well as the uncertainties of 
longer-term transformations. Being adaptive and 
shock-responsive, such systems are essential 
for preventing and alleviating poverty, reducing 
vulnerabilities and inequalities, and increasing 
social inclusion and resilience.

Universal social protection is pivotal to renewing 
the social contract (ILO 2024i), which is essential 
for promoting well-being, social cohesion 

and the pursuit of social justice (UN 2021; ILO 
2023b; UNPRI 2024). Strong social protection 
fosters state–society trust and can guarantee 
that all members of society are well protected. 
However, recent decades have 
seen a rapidly eroding social 
contract. Multiple elements 
have created a “state of 
fracture” (UNRISD 2022) and 
shaken people’s trust in the 
State, including: converging 
and protracted economic, 
health, environmental and 

Universal  
social protection 
is pivotal  
to renewing the 
social contract.
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humanitarian crises; migration and displacement 
pressures, discrimination and exploitation; 
austerity and privatization of public services; elite 
capture of power; concentration of wealth; and 
political polarization. Rising levels of inequality, 
poverty and hunger globally, further demonstrate 
the need for a reinvigorated social contract (Razavi 
et al. 2020).

A reinvigorated social contract can secure public 
buy-in for urgently needed climate policies, 
including for mitigation measures, such as carbon 
tax policies or the reduction of fuel subsidies 
which – without adequate compensation – could 

aggravate economic insecurity for large parts of 
the population, including but not limited to the 
very poorest.

Simultaneously strengthening social protection 
systems and actively working to rebuild a social 
contract taking into account environmental 
boundaries and human impact is now crucial. 
Rights-based social protection systems therefore 
contribute to enhancing good governance, 
transparency and accountability, building on 
principles of participation, social dialogue and 
democracy, to restore trust and a shared sense of 
purpose and fairness.
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