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The International Symposium on “Social Protection Systems – Tying the Knots” on September 5-6,
2016, provided the floor for around 200 practitioners, policy-makers and researchers from 58
countries to exchange and discuss advances and challenges in social protection system building.

The first day of the symposium in Bonn started off with keynote speeches and panel discussions,
reflecting on the importance of flexible and adaptive systems for low-, but also for high-come
countries and the international challenges that these systems have to respond to. Individual
country experiences from Brazil, Kenya, Iran and Germany discussed the challenges encountered
as well as factors of success in various country contexts. Tools for assessing the performance of
systems and the corresponding programmes and delivery mechanisms were introduced and critical
questions around effective linkages and graduation were raised. The second day gave room to
practitioners and academics to present their latest research findings around system-strengthening
in the form of papers and posters. Selected speakers presented their research around the themes
of conceptual variations of social protection systems, effective linkages between social protection
interventions and different ways of analysing the performance of social protection systems. All
documentation can be found on https://www.h-brs.de/en/sv/termin/symposium-socialprotection-
2016.

The Symposium was a joint event of Bonn-Rhein-Sieg University of Applied Sciences, Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung, Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH on behalf of
the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) as well as the
German Development Institute and UNU-Merit/Maastricht Graduate School of Governance.

Keynote speeches

The introductory keynote speeches by Ingrid-Gabriela Hoven and Susanne Hoffmann both
stressed the importance of social protection in the developed and the developing world. Great
achievements in poverty reduction have been reached in the past - however, more needs to be
done as inequalities still remain, they said. Redefining social protection, linking social protection to
other policy areas such as employment is essential in order to deal with new challenges related to
globalisation, migration, climate change and digitalisation. Social protection as a human right is
embedded in the Social Protection Floor Recommendation 202. However, this only presents a first
step and expansions to these frameworks - as exemplified by the World Bank’s and the ILO’s
Universal Social Protection Initiative - are necessary.

Both Hoven and Hoffmann emphasized the need for more coordinated approaches. International
cooperation in designing sustainable financing mechanisms is one way to do so. Both also referred
to Germany’s role as a strong supporter of many social protection initiatives and networks. The



German social protection system itself has a long history and experience adapting to change, as
the system is in constant need of improvement.

Panel 1: International Challenges for Systems building

Chair: Michael Cichon, Professor of Social Protection, Maastricht University and former director of
the ILO Social Security Department
Panellists:

● Christina Behrendt, Senior Social Protection Policy Specialist, ILO
● Timo Voipio, Director, EU Social Protection Systems Programme (EU-SPS) 
● Catalina Gómez, Social Protection Specialist, UNICEF 
● Marco Knowles, Economist, FAO 
● Tina George, Senior Public Sector Management Specialist, World Bank

The first panel focused on the challenges experienced with a systems-building approach in social
protection. Michael Cichon pointed out that in practice a number of internal challenges exist in
terms of systems-building, corruption, financing and a mismatch in communication. The panel
discussed the most prominent endogenous challenges systems faced today and how they are
addressed.

From different institutions the panellists agreed that the main challenges of a system-building
approach were associated with fragmentation, coverage gaps, governance, financing, coherence
across programmes and delivery mechanisms in place. More particularly, issues remained in policy
design and implementation. The panel stressed that more efforts needed to be placed on how
systems are built and can be strengthened. A suggested solution was to increase collaborative
efforts by promoting inter-sectoral and international coordination, as is done for example in the
South-South dialogues and to invest more in capacity-development. In addition, it was deemed
necessary to create a common understanding and long-term vision of what social protection
means and entails, also linking social protection with other policy areas and disciplines such as
agriculture. This implies generating support and evidence and investing in human capacities
through trainings and academic programmes.

In practice initial efforts can be seen for example in the implementation of delivery mechanisms,
whereas the challenge lies in establishing an integrated interoperable and dynamic system which
allows for programmes to be scaled up or down, adapting to country-specific needs.

Panel 2: Country Experiences with a Systems Approach and Realistic System
Design

Chair: Esther Schüring, Professor, Department of Social Security Studies
Panellists:

● Wolfgang Scholz, former UnderSecretary, BMAS
● Helmut Schwarzer, Social Protection Specialist, ILO, and former Secretary for Social

Security, Brazil 
● Vera Mweu, Social Protection Secretariat, Kenya
● Vahideh Negin, President, Institute of Social Security & Welfare Applied

Science Higher Education, Iran



The main focus of the second panel was on country experiences with a systems approach.
Professor Schüring pointed out that the country experiences from the panel all shed light on the
challenges faced in various country contexts. Oftentimes countries talk about social protection
systems building as a natural process. More emphasis should be placed on how countries exactly
go about adopting such an approach and how different potential solutions are discussed. Though
all the panelists were economists, their different country experiences diverged, and each panelist
advanced social protection differently in their respective country.

Brazil’s experience with a systems approach is exemplified in the Bolsa Familia programme.
Unique about the Brazilian context is how the social protection system is embedded in the national
constitution redefining notions of social development. Investments were made into the
management information system and into human resource capacity. Needs and priorities of social
protection, continuously change. Even once a system is in place it may still be fragile.
In Kenya, social protection takes on a rights-based approach adopted in Kenya’s National Social
Protection Policy (NSPP). The NSPP sets an institutional framework to ensure consistency and to
incorporate collaborations and synergies between programmes. Challenges were associated with
fragmentation and the lack of funding and coordination of administrative capacity. To address
these challenges, the social protection sector is undergoing a strategic review, the national social
protection secretariat for example puts efforts into coordinating policy and delivery harmonization
of all transfer programmes in Kenya.
The country case of Iran allowed for an overview of the social protection system in place in the
country. Changing demographics force Iran to address the problem of an ageing population by
moving towards a multi-pillar social security system.
Germany’s longstanding history of welfare policy allowed for the implementation of several social
protection programmes, such as the accident insurance. From early on, administrative processes
were designed with a systems approach in mind, and by now, the system is fairly comprehensive.
However, the presenter also saw challenges: Due to an ageing society, the current pension system
is in great need of reform.

Panel 3: Analytical Tools for System Assessment

Chair: Johanna Knoess, Head of Sector Initiative Social Protection, Deutsche Gesellschaft für
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH
Panellists:

● Veronika Wodsak, Social Protection Specialist, ILO and ISPA Coordinator 
● Nguyen Thi Lan Huong, former Director, Institute of Labour Science and Social Affairs,

Vietnam
● Setiawan Noviarto, Consultant, GIZ Social Protection Programme, Indonesia
● Alessandra Heinemann, Coordinator EU-SPS, OECD
● Ruslan Yemtsov, Lead Economist, Social Protection & Labor, World Bank

Panel 3 discussed advantages and drawbacks of the Inter-Agency Social Protection Assessment
(ISPA) tools, from a theoretical perspective as well as based on experiences with its application.
Alternatives to the ISPA tool were also brought up.

The ISPA tools can be put to a variety of uses, working with single social protection programmes
as well as entire systems. Moreover, they can serve not only as an assessment device, but also for
monitoring and programme planning. These were some of the tools’ advantages that the panel
agreed on. There also was consensus that the tools provided a systematic, standardised and
detailed analysis. Not only did the international recognition of the tool motivate the countries to use
the tools, the tools also represented a step forward in building a common view on what social



protection is. Finally, speakers reported that the tools enhanced cooperation between different
stakeholders.

However, there was also criticism with regards to the tools: The country representatives from
Vietnam and Indonesia both remarked that the tool was too complex and required either
simplification or capacity building in order for the national administrations to be able to use them.
The tool was also described as not sufficiently adapted to the country context of Vietnam. A lack of
monitoring mechanisms for the usage of the tools and the need of a clear objective of the
assessment were mentioned.

Other tools such as the UNICEF/ILO tool for an assessment of fiscal space, the Commitment to
Equity Institute’s assessment tool and tools on public expenditure developed by the ILO and the
World Bank were also mentioned as providing further choices and catering to country demands.

Panel 4: Effective Linkages, Feasible Graduation Mechanisms & Partner Support

Chair: Cäcilie Schildberg, Project Coordinator, Global Policy and Development Department,
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung
Panellists:

● Ebenezer Adjetey-Sorsey, Chair, Africa Platform for Social Protection 
● Tessa Khan, UN Women’s Major Group 
● Keetie Roelen, Co-Director, Centre for Social Protection, Institute for Development Studies


● Carolina Dantas, Technical Advisor Social Protection, Trade Union Confederation of the

Americas 
● Inge Baumgarten, Head of Section, Health, Education & Social Development, Deutsche

Gesellschaft für internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH 
● Syed M. Hashemi, Senior Advisor, Graduation and Vulnerable Segments, Consultative

Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP)

The fourth panel touched upon issues connected to the creation of linkages between different
types of social protection interventions. It also included a debate on graduation approaches.

Concerning linkages between social protection interventions, the importance of capacity
building was stressed. This was seen as important, since capacity building can help train larger
numbers of local staff, thus not overburdening social workers with administrative tasks related to
the linkage between different programme components. Poverty reduction was also placed in
connection with the provision of decent work opportunities, as these are the most important way of
ensuring people can build a sustainable livelihood. Finally, gender concerns were prominently
discussed: Systematic inequalities between men and women persisted, and social protection
interventions should be designed carefully taking these inequalities into account. For example,
cash transfers linked with coaching could be given to women in order to strengthen their position in
the household. Social services tailored to women’s needs needed to be provided, demanded one
panellist.
Graduation approaches were presented as flexible, sequenced sets of interventions to alleviate
poverty among the most deprived. Pilots had shown success, said the presenter. However, the
determinants of the success of graduation programmes were debated: Panellists mentioned the
macroeconomic environment and the involvement of the civil society as important factors. It was
also cautioned that the notion of success should take an intergenerational approach, in which what
happened to the children in the treated households had to be considered. Several panelists
warned that graduation approaches must not come at the expense of the provision of social



assistance to those in need and that social protection systems should strive for vertical expansion
with the ultimate goal of universal coverage. On the other hand, one panellist said that universal
coverage might not be feasible politically, with graduation approaches being the next best option.

Paper Sessions

The second day gave room to practitioners and academics who presented their research and ideas
in the form of papers and posters. Selected speakers shared their findings around the following
themes:

● System variation: Conceptual variations of social protection systems
● System creation: Effective linkages between social protection interventions
● System analysis: Analysis of social protection systems

The papers, presentations and posters from the conference are available on the website of the
Symposium.

Presented papers:

Title Author Institution

Role of Civil Society Organisations in the
Advancement of Social Protection
Systems

Sarah Vaes, Jan Van
Ongevalle, Bénédicte
Fonteneau

HIVA-KU Leuven

Power Play Behind the Scene of
Redistributive Social Protection
Systems? Lessons from Senegal

Jan van Ongevalle, Sarah
Vaes, Bénédicte
Fonteneau

HIVA-KU Leuven

Institutional Factors and People’s
Preferences in Social Protection

Vincenzo Vinci, Franziska
Gassmann, Pierre Mohnen

UNU-Merit MGSoG

Political regimes and Pro-Poor Transfers
in Developing Countries

Marina Dodlova
Jan Lay

Passau University
GIGA Hamburg

Leave nobody behind. Designing
systemic poverty/hunger reduction
programs for Least Developed Countries
(LDCs)

Bernd Schubert Team Consult

Social Protection Systems in Latin
America’s Southern Cone: Impacts on
Social Cohesion

Gala Diaz Langou CIPPEC

Putting Agriculture into Social Protection
Systems: Strengthening Coherence
between Agriculture and Social
Protection

Marco Knowles FAO

Social Grants, Remittances, and Food
Security: Does the Source of Income
Matter?

Jennifer Waidler
Stephen Devereux

UNU-Merit MGSoG
IDS



Linking Social Protection Programmes in
Ghana; the Case of the LEAP Cash
Transfer Programme

William Niyuni Ministry of Gender,
Children and Social
Protection, Ghana

A New Social Protection Model in the
CIS Countries: From Social Assistance
to Labour Activation

Esuna Dugarova UNRISD

Can Social Protection Policy Right Past
Wrongs? Lessons from Citizenship
Driven Social Protection in Pakistan

Ayesha Siddiqi Royal Holloway
University of London

Social Protection System in Bangladesh
and the Scope of Social Work: Learning
from Lessons on the Ground

Mohammad Monirul Hasan
Trisa Khan

Bonn University
Peace Followers
Lab

Effective Linkages between Social
Protection Interventions - Piloting the
ISPA CODI tool in Belize 2016

Thomas Otter ECI

Assessing the Capacity of Local
Administration and Community
Structures to Deliver Social Protection
Programmes

Andrew Kardan
Andrew Wyatt
Paul Quarle Van Ufford
Ramlatu Attah

OPM
OPM
UNICEF
OPM

Money or the message? Evaluating the
‘X-factor’ in graduation programmes

Keetie Roelen Stephen
Devereux

IDS

Understanding the Impact Cash
Transfers: the Evidence

Francesca Bastagli,
Jessica Hagen-Zanker,
Luke Harman

ODI

Non-Contributory Social Transfer
Programmes in Developing Countries: A
New Data Set and Research Agenda

Anna Giolbas
Marina Dodlova

GIGA Hamburg
University of Passau

From "Social Protection" to "Poverty
Management": The Case of Turkey
under JDP (2003-2013)

Yavuz Yasar
Gamze Cavdar

University of Denver
Colorado State
University


