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Social safety nets are essential for 
ending extreme poverty and boost 
shared prosperity

Social safety nets—non-contributory transfers or cash trans-
fers—can immediately address poverty, but also help reduce 
future poverty by enabling people to invest in their or their 
children’s health, nutrition and education. Such transfers are 
also an effective way for the poor to mitigate the immiseriz-
ing effects of shocks. 

The global scale of social safety nets 
can potentially cover all of the 
world’s extreme poor

Over one billion people in 144 countries (or a fifth of the 
population) participate in more than 470 social safety net 
programs, according to the latest number available. This 
number is close to the 1.2 billion people estimated to be 
living on less than $1.25/day.

But the glass is only 1/3 full—most of 
the extreme poor are not covered by 
social safety nets

According to the most recent World Bank estimates, only 
345 million extremely poor people are covered by social 
safety nets. About 870 million people in extreme pov-
erty remain uncovered. 

This is for two reasons. First, there are still many countries 
(both low-income and middle-income) which do not have 
scaled-up social safety net programs. Second, many social 
safety nets are not targeted to the poor, but are aimed at 
other objectives such as nutrition, protection of orphans, 
or old age security—and thus cover many who are not in 
extreme poverty.

Closing the Gap:  
The State of Social 
Safety Nets 2014

Most people living in extreme poverty are not 
covered by social safety nets, especially in lower 
middle income countries (millions)
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…while the poorest countries are 
worst-off in terms of covering the 
extreme poor

About 479 million extremely poor people in lower middle 
income countries (LMICs) lack social safety net support. 
In low income countries (LICs), where 47 percent of the 
population is extremely poor, social safety nets cover less 
than 10 percent of the population (or only one of every 
four extreme poor person). To cover them, social safety 
nets need to expand and include additional 300 million 
extreme poor people, hence at least doubling in size for 
these countries. 

Yet there has been an exponential 
growth in safety nets, especially 
cash-based programs

The expansion of cash transfers is particularly evident 
in Sub-Saharan Africa. For example, back in 2010, 
21 countries in the continent (or about half) had some form 

1/3 of social safety net beneficiaries 
live in countries hosting only 
12 percent of the extreme poor…

350 million people of those receiving social safety net 
transfers are in upper middle income countries (UMICs). 
These countries host only one in eight of the extreme poor 
worldwide. 

Spending on safety nets in more than half of the countries is below the global average
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of unconditional cash transfer in place; by 2013, the number 
has almost doubled and social safety nets are now imple-
mented in 37 African countries. Globally, the number of 
countries with conditional cash transfers increased from 27 
in 2008 to 52 in 2013, while countries with public works 
expanded from 62 in 2011 to 85 countries in just two years.

Now every country has at least one social safety net 
program in place. For instance, school feeding pro-
grams are present in 130 countries and are the most 
widespread type of social safety net. Unconditional 
cash transfers are also common, being present in 
118 countries globally. 

The five largest programs in the 
world account for almost half of 
global coverage

The five largest social safety nets in the world (i.e., India’s 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme, India’s 

School Feeding Program, the Chinese Di Bao, Brazil’s Bolsa 
Familia and Programa de Alimentacao Escolar)reach over 
486 million people.

The coverage of individual flagship programs shows signifi-
cant variation, ranging from covering less than 1 percent 
of the population in some countries to over 30 percent in 
Brazil, Ecuador, Sri Lanka and Mongolia (or half of the 
population in St Lucia).

Most countries have flagship 
programs that are targeted to help 
the poor

An average developing country covers an estimated 
12 percent of its population with the largest flagship 
interventions. 

57 countries have social safety net coverage commen-
surate with the scale of poverty in the country (as mea-
sured by national poverty lines). For example in Guate-
mala, 54 percent of population is below national poverty 
line, and programs cover 49 percent of population. In 
such cases, the main policy challenge is to ensure that 

Flagship social safety net programs often do not 
meet the scale of the poverty challenge
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programs—though large enough—also include sufficient 
numbers of poor people. 

But in 50 other countries, program coverage is below the 
scale of the poverty challenge. For example, in Madagas-
car, 75 percent of the population is deemed poor, but only 
1 percent is currently covered; in Burundi, 67 percent are 
below the national poverty line, and only 5 percent are 
covered. 

Aggregate spending of social safety 
nets rises as countries get richer, but 
still averages just 1.6 percent of GDP

The combined spending on social safety nets (excluding 
general price subsidies and including external financing) 
in 107 developing and emerging countries amounts to 
$337 billion. This is twice the amount needed to pro-
vide every person living in extreme poverty with an 
income of $1.25 a day. 

Richer countries spend more—1.9 percent of GDP on 
average—than lower income countries, who spend around 
1.1 percent of GDP, with considerable cross country 

variation due to factors that include the relative size of in-
ternal versus external finance, the scale of programs, or the 
relative generosity of the benefits.

A quarter of spending on social 
safety nets is for the poorest 20 
percent of households, but generally 
insufficient to lift them out of poverty

The relatively low power of social safety net transfers in 
many countries, even when targeted to the neediest, is 
because of the modest size of transfers provided by 
social safety nets. On average, these transfers are just 23 
percent of the poor household’s already low income or 
consumption.

Remittances do not close the gap

The overall amount spent on social safety nets is less than 
the volume of remittances inflows to the same group of 
countries (around $370 billion in 2012, out of which only 
$28 billion flow to low-income countries). In upper middle in-
come and high income countries, households in the poorest 
quintiles receive on average higher remittances compared to 
the richest quintile. The pattern is reversed in lower income 
countries, where most of the remittances recipients are in 
the richest quintile. Globally, less than 15 percent of the 
remittances reach the extreme poor.

Many countries spend more on 
energy subsidies than on social 
safety nets

Energy subsidies, present in many countries, account for a 
substantial portion of their government spending. General 
price subsidies often represent the main form of social safe-
ty nets as in several countries in the Middle East and North 
Africa, which spend significantly more on fuel subsidies (i.e., 
over 4 percent of GDP on average) than on social safety 
nets programs (around 1 percent of GDP). Energy subsidies 
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do benefit the entire population through reduced prices of 
energy for heating, transport, lighting and through lower 
prices of energy-intense goods and services. But energy 
subsidies are often highly inequitable as they mostly impact 
the upper income groups in the population, who are more 
able to consume electricity and fuels.

External financing represents the main 
sources of social safety net funding in 
some lower income countries

Among a sample of 25 African countries, Liberia, Sierra 
Leone and Burkina Faso are the most dependent on exter-
nal finance for social safety nets. Donor financing in these 
three countries is approximately 94, 85 and 62 percent of 
total spending respectively. In Ethiopia, the flagship PSNP 
program is almost entirely externally-financed. However, 
many low-income countries are increasingly putting these 
programs “on-budget”, and social safety net spending in 
most middle income countries are largely from domestic 
resources.

Countries are moving from ad-hoc 
social safety net interventions to 
more integrated and efficient social 
protection systems

The biggest shift in the nature of social safety net programs 
over the last half-decade is towards building better-integrated 
social protection systems that weave together the often dis-
parate and fragmented social safety net programs, as well as 
those relating to social insurance and activation. As of 2013, 
a total of 68 countries have a social protection policy or 
strategy in place that outlines such systemic approaches, up 
from just 19 in 2009. At the same time, 10 countries have 
now introduced institutional bodies (such as dedicated steer-
ing committees and agencies) to coordinate social protection 
programs across sectors and ministries.

Administrative innovations like 
unified registries are reducing 
program fragmentation

A key step in establishing common administrative systems 
includes the use of ‘social registries’ containing information 

Spending on fuel subsidies (% of GDP) is greater 
than Safety Nets 
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on potential social safety net beneficiaries. These are da-
tabases that can be used by multiple programs and institu-
tions, thus reducing program fragmentation and avoiding 
duplication of efforts. For example, in Brazil, the Cadastro 
social registry includes data on about 27.3 million people 
and connects more than 10 programs. At least 23 devel-
oping countries now have a social registry at various 
degree of development, while 10 countries are planning to 
establish one.

The World Bank continues to help 
build and reform social safety net 
systems

The World Bank Group has started to increase its lend-
ing for social protection systems-based approaches. In 
the year ending June 2013 (FY13) alone, 26 projects 
with a social protection system building component were 

Robust evidence continues to mount on the impacts of social safety nets on household income, local growth, 
education and nutrition

Over the past three years, a total of 53 new impact evaluations on social safety nets have been completed, about half of which (25) 
are in Africa. The new wave of proven impacts includes:

Increasing earnings and asset ownership. In Uganda, a cash grant scheme increased monthly real earnings by 49 percent and 
41 percent after 2 and 4 years, respectively. In Mexico, social safety net beneficiaries were 17.1 percent more likely to own livestock. 
In Malawi, transfers significantly increased the ownership of farm tools and livestock up to 50 percentage points. Similarly, in Zambia, 
beneficiary households in drought-prone areas were 17 percentage points more likely to own non-farm enterprises.

Stimulating local economies. In Ghana, it is estimated that the LEAP program generated up to $2.50 for every dollar provided to 
beneficiaries. Similarly, the multiplicative effects of social safety nets were found in Ethiopia ($2.50), in Lesotho ($2.23), Zambia 
($1.79) and Kenya ($1.34).

Investing in human capital. School feeding programs in Burkina Faso, Uganda, Kenya, Bangladesh and India increased school 
enrolment by 6 to 20 percentage points. In Malawi, conditional cash transfers increased school attendance by 14 percentage points. 
In Colombia, children benefiting from social safety nets were 4 to 8 percentage points more likely to finish high school, especially girls 
in rural areas. In Pakistan, beneficiary girls were 4 to 7 percentage points more likely to complete secondary school than non-beneficia-
ries. School feeding in Burkina Faso reduced absenteeism by 1.4 days and girls’ labor by 9 percentage points.

Improving food security and nutrition. In Sri Lanka and Bangladesh, cash transfers increased food consumption by 60 and 
21 percentage points, respectively. In Ecuador, food transfers increased calorie intake of households by 21 percentage points and 
improved diversity of food consumed by 4 percentage points. In Mexico, food transfers increased the intake of higher-quality foods (e.g., 
meat) and proteins by 13.4 percent. In Uganda, anemia among girls enrolled in the school feeding program was 20 percentage points 
lower compared to girls not participating in the program. In Indonesia food supplements reduced the likelihood of chronic malnutrition 
among children by 15 percentage points.

Source: World Bank State of Social Safety Nets 2014; Andrews et al (forthcoming).
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approved, including projects in Rwanda, Bangladesh and 
Nigeria. FY13 lending towards these components totaled 
US$491 million. Prior to FY13, only a handful of social pro-
tection systems building projects existed.

In FY13, World Bank social safety nets lending for IDA 
countries surpassed IBRD lending for the first time, with 
US$853 million in new lending approved for IDA countries, 
such as Bangladesh and Tanzania, and US$425 million 
for IBRD countries. $77 million of this lending went to frag-
ile and conflict affected countries.

Beneficiaries of World Bank supported social safety nets 
programs in IDA countries are now five times those in IBRD 
countries. From FY11 to FY13, approximately 37.4 mil-
lion new social safety nets beneficiaries, including 
20.6 million women, benefited from World Bank support 
to social safety nets. 31.3 million of these beneficiaries were 
in IDA countries. About 1.5 million beneficiaries were in 
fragile and conflict affected countries.

There have been major social safety net initiatives in the 
poorest countries, such as in the Sahel. In Mali, the “Jigi-
séméjiri”, or “Tree of Hope” program ($70 million) supports 
62,000 extreme poor households and lays the groundwork 
for a national social safety net system. In Niger, a social 
safety net project ($44 million) aims at providing support 
to 80,000 households with conditional cash transfers and 
60,000 with cash-for-work. In Mauritania, efforts are un-
derway to improve targeting, prepare a single registry and a 
feasibility assessment for a national cash transfer program.

RSR: Helping build social safety nets 
where they are most needed

The RSR (Rapid Social Response Program) helps IDA 
countries strengthen systems for delivering social protection 
through the building of basic components, and the enhanc-
ing of knowledge and evidence about what works and what 
doesn’t. The program was first established in 2009 with 
contributions from the Russian Federation, Norway and the 
UK. In 2012, Australia and Sweden joined the RSR as new 
donors. 

Focus where challenges are greatest. RSR provides 
catalytic resources in relatively small amounts. However, 
its impact is often transformative and helps attract sizeable 
resources. During the last four years, US$ 93 million of RSR 
resources catalyzed US$ 3.8 billion of IDA resources for 
70 projects in 40 countries, particularly in Africa. 

A key source of information for this report is the ASPIRE 
database (www.worldbank.org/aspire). ASPIRE is a database 
of harmonized indicators to assess the performance of social 
safety nets, social insurance and labor markets programs, the 
country environment where they operate, and key program 
design indicators. 

RAPID SOCIAL RESPONSE

www.worldbank.org/rsr
www.worldbank.org/sp




