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Background to the EU Social Protection Systems Programme 
The Social Protection Systems Programme is a joint initiative co-financed by the European Union, the 

OECD and Finland, and managed by the OECD Development Centre and the Finnish National 

Institute for Health and Welfare (THL). The Programme aims to support partner countries in building 

social protection systems which deliver progressively higher levels of protection for all people 

throughout their lifetimes, thereby reducing poverty, vulnerability and inequality. The four-year 

initiative runs until the end of 2018. 

The programme is currently being implemented in 10 countries – Cambodia, Ethiopia, Indonesia, 

Kyrgyzstan, Mozambique, Namibia, Tanzania, Togo, Viet Nam, and Zambia –  in close partnership 

with national governments, social protection authorities, think tanks and other expert institutions. It 

supports country-driven analyses, tool development and capacity building for social protection policy 

and implementation planners, service and care providers.  

The programme also aims to generate evidence for the broader development community on the 

feasibility and effectiveness of social protection systems in reducing poverty, vulnerability and 

inequality. The programme collaborates closely with the agencies of the Social Protection Inter-

Agency Cooperation Board (SPIAC-B) and the Inter-Agency Social Protection Assessments (ISPA), 

both at country level and globally.  

  

 

  

http://www.ilo.org/newyork/issues-at-work/social-protection/social-protection-inter-agency-cooperation-board/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/newyork/issues-at-work/social-protection/social-protection-inter-agency-cooperation-board/lang--en/index.htm
http://ispatools.org/
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Background and purpose of the meeting   
Since the launch of the implementation phase of the EU Social Protection Systems Programme in 

October 2015, social protection assessments have begun in most of the partner countries. At the global 

level, February 2016 saw the official launch of four ISPA tools, as well as online training modules for 

the tools. 

The Experts’ Meeting on Social Protection Assessment Tools and Methodologies, 13-14 October 

2016, brought together government representatives from the ten partner countries of the EU-Social 

Protection Systems Programme and key stakeholders who currently are or have been involved in 

social protection assessments. The main objective of the meeting was to share experience and learning 

about countries’ evidence needs for social protection systems-building, and to consider how social 

protection assessments might best address these.  

The meeting sought to encourage dialogue and mutual learning around four guiding questions:  

1. What kind of evidence do countries need to build their social protection systems? 

2. To what extent have social protection assessments to date helped countries address evidence 

needs? 

3. What can we learn from these assessment exercises - both in terms of their application and 

their results? 

4. How might the policy relevance of social protection assessments be enhanced?  

Throughout the discussions, participants were 

encouraged to share experience, draw out learning 

and make specific suggestions on how to improve 

social protection assessments in the future. The aim 

was to achieve a deeper individual and collective 

understanding of the evidence and other factors that 

drive social protection policy in the contexts in 

which we are working.   

Format and approach 
The meeting was hosted and organised by the OECD Development Centre, with the assistance of an 

external facilitator. The one-and-a-half day meeting was structured around four roundtable sessions 

on: 

 Countries’ evidence needs for social protection systems-building 

 Recent systems-level assessments 

 Recent financing assessments 

 Data for social protection systems 

Each one of these themes was explored in a roundtable session, 

which was facilitated by a moderator with short inputs from 

selected speakers to kick off the discussion. Participatory 

techniques were employed to create an environment for 

engagement and contribution across the group. There were also 

sessions for smaller groups to flesh out specific suggestions for 

future assessments. There were no formal presentations.  
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Key messages from the meeting 

Meeting participants appreciated the opportunity to discuss and reflect on past and ongoing 

social protection assessments. Participants welcomed the timing of the Experts’ Meeting, given the 

large number of social protection assessments that have been conducted in recent years. They also 

noted the relevance of the discussion: until now there has been no systematic effort to distil lessons 

from past assessments or to gather feedback from policymakers at country level who have been 

involved in them.  

Evidence has played a critical role in driving the expansion of social protection schemes. The last 

two decades have seen a proliferation of social protection schemes across the developing world, in 

particular cash transfers. This growth has in part been driven by increased use of impact evaluations to 

demonstrate the positive outcomes and cost-effectiveness of social protection in accelerating human 

development and reducing poverty.  

To be useful to policymakers, assessments must be demand-driven and tailored to local context. 

It is important for practitioners to understand political processes around social protection reform, 

allowing them to carry out assessments at moments when evidence can make the most difference and 

align these assessments to countries’ needs. Supply-driven assessments rarely generate the necessary 

engagement and buy-in from decision-makers to have a significant impact on policy. While 

standardized tools are an excellent point of departure, policymakers find assessments to be most 

useful when they are tailored to local contexts and display an understanding of the political economy 

of social protection reform.  

While there is plenty of research on the impact of individual programmes, evidence making the 

case for systems, or how to build them, remains scarce. Policymakers noted that it is difficult to 

make the case for building systems based on evidence about the impact of individual programmes. 

The process of system-building at country level is fraught with difficulty: mandates and budgets tend 

to be spread across a range of institutions at different levels of government. Coordinating and aligning 

these requires political will and a clear plan. Some countries discussed their experience with formal 

coordination bodies that have been set up to spearhead multi-stakeholder processes.   

Three areas were identified as critical for evidence generation to advance systematization 

efforts. First, in a climate of fiscal consolidation, policymakers stressed the need for a stronger 

“investment case” for social protection. Unpacking the linkages between social protection and 

inclusive growth is critical for continued investment in social protection. Second, countries expressed 

interest in evidence on models and strategies to finance social protection sustainably in the long run. 

Third, partner countries requested evidence on how to extend social protection coverage to the 

informal sector. Given that labour markets are likely to remain largely informal for the foreseeable 

future, pragmatic solutions are needed to extend coverage to informal sector workers. 
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Social protection assessments can build bridges between actors at country level. Fragmentation 

between actors was highlighted as one of the principal stumbling blocks for system-building. An 

assessment often presents an opportunity to bring actors together around a common objective and can 

thus provide an important step towards system-building. Getting ministries of finance involved in 

these processes in order to link the assessment with fiscal and macroeconomic considerations was 

highlighted as important.  Having an international partner facilitate this process can be helpful.  

When assessing the impact of fiscal policy on poverty and inequality, the concept of net social 

protection is important. Net social protection reflects a combined analysis of the distributional 

effects of individual programs and policy measures on both the tax and the expenditure sides of the 

fiscal framework. The Commitment to Equity (CEQ) Institute has developed a methodology for 

conducting such assessments, which is available as an open source tool. The results provide insights 

for policy makers, multilateral institutions and nongovernmental groups when determining which 

changes in tax and spending policies will lead to greater equality and poverty reduction. 

Social protection financing assessments should where possible include assessments of fiscal 

incidence. Fiscal incidence analysis is particularly relevant in the context of the Addis Action 

Agenda. In a context of declining aid budgets, there is an increasing emphasis on domestic resource 

mobilization to finance social spending in developing countries. This analysis demonstrates that 

countries need to take caution to assess the distributional impact of increased revenue mobilization to 

avoid increasing poverty and inequality. 

Fragmentation of data sources and systems needs to be overcome. Better data and a harmonization 

of definitions are necessary to further improve the quality of assessments and, ultimately, of social 

protection policy-making. Fiscal incidence assessments, for example, rely on both administrative and 

household survey data. Reconciling the two is often challenging, as household surveys tend to 

underreport income and consumption at the top end of the income distribution. There is also a need 

for harmonization of definitions – pension contributions, for example, can be treated as deferred 

income or as a cash transfer. 

Assessments are an opportunity to strengthen national data systems. Social protection 

assessments often use and generate useful data on individual social protection schemes and the 

broader system. This data is rarely fed back into national systems or international databases, which is 

a missed opportunity. The assessment process provides opportunities to work with local stakeholders 

and statistical offices to map existing data sources and identify opportunities for strengthening 

statistical systems. This will also be critical in enabling countries to report on the Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG) targets related to social protection. 
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Social protection assessments should continue to evolve with the thinking about systems. By 

definition, systems aren’t static but must continue to evolve in line with countries’ development. So, 

too, should analytical approaches. The multi-sectoral nature of the SDG Agenda challenges social 

protection practitioners to better capture issues of policy coherence between sectors.  

The EU Social Protection Systems Programme will take these messages on board for ongoing 

and future assessments. The EU-SPS will also continue to contribute to the development and 

application of ISPA tools in its ten partner countries. Specific plans include contributing to the 

development of the planned social protection financing tool (including the CEQ methodology) and 

increased engagement on data for social protection systems.  
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Annex 1 Meeting Agenda 

 

Experts’ Meeting on Social Protection Assessment Tools and Methodologies 

 

Château de la Muette, Room C 

OECD Headquarters  

2, rue André Pascal, Paris, France 

 

Thursday 13 – Friday 14 October 2016 

 

 

Purpose and anticipated outcomes of the meeting 

Since the launch of the implementation phase of the EU Social Protection Systems Programme in October 2015, 

social protection assessments have begun in most of the project’s 10 partner countries. At the global level, 

February 2016 saw the official launch of four Interagency Social Protection Assessment (ISPA) tools, as well as 

online training modules for the tools. 

This Experts’ Meeting brings together government representatives from partner countries and key stakeholders 

who have been involved in recent social protection assessments to discuss what evidence countries need for 

building social protection systems and to consider how social protection assessments might best provide 

this information.  

The meeting seeks to encourage dialogue and mutual learning around four guiding questions:  

1. What kind of evidence do countries need to develop social protection systems? 

2. To what extent have social protection assessments to date helped countries address evidence needs? 

3. What can we learn from these assessment exercises – both in terms of processes and results? 

4. How might the policy relevance of social protection assessments be enhanced?  

 

Throughout the discussions, participants will be encouraged to share experience, draw out learning and make 

specific suggestions for future assessments. We hope this will give us deeper individual and collective 

understanding of the evidence and other factors that drive social protection policy in the contexts in which we 

are working.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.oecd.org/dev/inclusivesocietiesanddevelopment/social-protection.htm
http://ispatools.org/
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 Thursday 13 October 
 

8:45 - 9:30 
 

Registration and coffee  
 

9:30 - 10:00 
 

Opening remarks  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Federico Bonaglia, Deputy Director, OECD Development Centre  

 

Stefano Signore, Head of Unit, Employment, Migration, Inequalities, DG DEVCO, European 

Commission 

10:00 - 11:00 Objectives and introductions  
 

 

 
Alessandra Heinemann, EU-SPS Programme Co-Leader for Management and Research, OECD 

Development Centre 

 
 

Isobel McConnan, Meeting Facilitator  

 

11:00 - 11:30 Break  

11:30 - 13:00 Round table 1 – What evidence is needed for social protection system-building?  
 

 

 

What are countries’ evidence gaps and needs for developing their social protection systems? What 

kind of evidence is most useful to countries in supporting social protection system building? Who are 

the most important stakeholders for evidence-gathering on social protection? 

 

Moderator: Alexandre Kolev, Head - Social Cohesion Unit, OECD Development Centre 

 

Contributors to kick-off the discussion: 
 

 
 

Mahatmi Saronto, Director of Population and Social Protection, Ministry of National Development 

Planning, Indonesia 

 

Jürgen Hohmann, Social Protection Expert, Migration, Employment, Inequalities, DG DEVCO, 

European Commission 

 

Albert Eberhardt Biwa, Deputy Director of Social Assistance, Ministry of Poverty Eradication and 

Social Welfare, Namibia 

 

Valeria Nesterenko, Social Protection Officer (Statistician), Social Protection Department, ILO 

 

13:00 - 14:30 Lunch 

14:30 - 16:00 Round table 2 – What can we learn from system assessments? 
 

 

 

How have social protection system assessments helped countries identify gaps and entry-points for 

system-building? How can one ensure that system assessments shape policy? What can we learn 

from system assessment processes to date? 

 

Moderator: Eppu Mikkonen-Jeanneret, Senior Adviser for Global Social Policy, Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, Finland 

 

Contributors to kick-off the discussion: 
 

Vathana Sann, Deputy Secretary General and Chair of the Social Protection Platform, Council for 

Agriculture and Rural Development, Cambodia  

 

Nguyen Thi Lan Huong, Senior Expert (Former General Director), Institute of Labour Science and 

Social Affairs, Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs, Viet Nam 

 

Zhypara Rysbekova, Head of Department of State Benefits, Ministry of Labour and Social 

Development, Kyrgyzstan 

 

Palakimyem Bignandi, Director General for Social Protection, Togo 
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16:00 - 16:15 Break  

16:15 - 17:15 Interactive session - Insights and learning   

 Facilitated by Isobel McConnan 

Discussion in small groups to distil emerging issues and learning. 

17:15 - 17:45 
 

Wrap-up 

 

 

 

Facilitated by Isobel McConnan and  

Riku Elovainio, Economist, EU-SPS Programme, OECD Development Centre  

Headlines from the conversations and discussion. 

 

18:00 - 19:30 Reception (Atrium of the Conference Centre)       

 

 Friday 14 October 

8:30 - 9:00 Highlights from Day 1 
 

 

 

 

Facilitated by Isobel McConnan 

 

9:00 - 10:30 Round table 3 – What can we learn from fiscal assessments? 

 
 

 

How can fiscal assessments support social protection policy-making? What kind of policy impact have 

fiscal assessments had? What can we learn from ongoing fiscal assessments? 

 

Moderator: Jürgen Hohmann, Social Protection Expert, Migration, Employment and Inequalities 

Unit, DG DEVCO, European Commission 

 

Contributors to kick-off the discussion: 
 

Ireen Musonda-Habasimbi, Chief Economist, Economic Management Department, Ministry of 

Finance, Zambia 

 

Nora Lustig, Director, Commitment to Equity Institute (CEQI), Tulane University, USA 

 

Tassew Woldehanna, Professor of Economics, Addis Ababa University, Ethiopia  

 

Alastair Thomas, Tax Economist, Centre for Tax Policy, OECD 

  

10:30 - 11:00 Break  

11:00 - 12:30 Round table 4 – How can social protection data systems be improved?  
 

 

 

How are countries preparing to report on SDG target 1.3 on social protection coverage? What are the 

key obstacles to generating better data for social protection and building national data systems? What 

can we learn from international experience in building social protection databases? 

 

Moderator: Johanna Knoess, Head of the social protection sector initiative, GIZ 

 

Contributors to kick-off the discussion: 
 

Elsa Alfai, Director of Planning, Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Action, Mozambique 

 

Paul Luchemba, Monitoring and Evaluation Officer, Tanzania Social Action Fund, Tanzania  

 

Willem Adema, Senior Economist, Directorate for Employment, Labour and Social Affairs, OECD  

 

Johan Lodewyk  Strijdom, Head of Division, Social Affairs Department, African Union Commission 
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12:30 - 12:40 Stretch Break 

12:40 - 13:15 

 
Thinking ahead – key learnings from the meeting, what next? 

  

Moderator: Alessandra Heinemann, EU-SPS Programme Co-Leader for Management and Research, 

OECD Development Centre 

 

13:15 Closing remarks 

 

 
 

Naoko Ueda, Deputy Director, OECD Development Centre  

 

13:30 Meeting ends 
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