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The claim to help created by destitution is one of the strongest which can exist; 

and there is prima facie the amplest reason for making the relief of so extreme an 

exigency as certain to those who require it … On the other hand, in all cases of 

helping, there are two sets of consequences to be considered; the consequences 

of the assistance itself, and the consequences of relying on the assistance. The 

former are generally beneficial, but the latter, for the most part, injurious; so 

much so, in many cases, as greatly to outweigh the value of the benefit. …. The 

problem to be solved is therefore one of peculiar nicety as well as importance; 

how to give the greatest amount of needful help, with the smallest 

encouragement to undue reliance on it.

John Stuart Mill (1848)



Learning from experiences with social protection and safety 
nets

 Reframing the debate on social protection

 “Needful help”, “Injurious consequences” and contributing to growth

 Learning from implementation

 Transitioning from subsidies to individually targeted transfers

 Use of ICTs to deliver benefits

 Inculcating a culture of evaluation



Reframing the debate: Needful help?

 Do safety nets provide “needful help”. Yes but not always.

 The Mexican PROGRESA CCT reduced the severity of poverty by 34% 
amongst beneficiaries

 The Nicaraguan Red de Protección Social reduced the proportion of 
households in extreme poverty by 16 percentage points 

 But India’s pre-reform Public Distribution System (for food subsidies)  
is believed to have had little impact on poverty



Reframing the debate: Injurious consequences?

 There is little evidence that access to social safety nets reduces labor 
supply

 In the case of child labor, reductions in their labor supply is a desirable 
outcome

 Evidence on impacts on private transfers is mixed:

 No effect in studies undertaken in China, Papua New Guinea, Vietnam and 
Indonesia

 Reductions found in the Philippines (though study is methodologically weak)



Reframing the debate: Consequences not so injurious?

 A growing body of evidence suggests that judicious use of social safety 
nets can be growth enhancing.

 Safety nets can create assets:

 Conditional cash transfer programs in Bangladesh, Mexico and elsewhere have 
increased schooling attainments

 Beneficiaries of Mexico’s Oportunidades CCT program invested approximately 
12 percent of their transfers in agricultural and non-agricultural enterprises

 Public works programs such as those found in India and Bangladesh create 
community assets of value



Reframing the debate: Consequences not so injurious?

 Safety nets can protect assets during crises

 Recipients of Mexico’s PROGRESA program were more likely to keep their 
children in school even after experiencing climatic shocks such as droughts and 
floods. 

 Indonesia’s short-lived Jaring Pengamanan Social cash transfer program 
implemented in the aftermath of the 1997-98 financial crisis increased school 
enrollments

 Reducing ex ante likelihoods of shocks

 China’s recent expansion of social protection in order to promote a 
‘harmonious society’



Reframing the debate: Consequences not so injurious?

 Inability to cope with risk is costly in terms of resource allocation

 In semi-arid areas of India, households may sacrifice up to 25 per cent of 
average incomes to reduce exposures to shocks. 

 Social protection programs, reliably delivered and transparently operated, 
provide consumption insurance. This increases the capacity of households 
to bear risk, to improve resource allocation and (possibly) adopt new 
innovations.

 In this sense, publicly provided social protection fills a gap created by 
failures in private markets for credit and insurance.



Reframing the debate: Consequences not so injurious?

 By redistributing resources, social safety nets may increase economic 
growth. 

 A preponderance of evidence indicates that high levels of inequality are growth-
retarding because:

 Inequalities create circumstances where political or institutional power is 
captured by elites who make policy choices that generate rents to 
themselves rather than those that encourage broader based growth and/or

 High levels of inequality are often accompanied by low levels of social 
cohesion which can be growth retarding
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GDP per capita and headcount poverty in Asia and Latin 
America



GDP per capita and income inequality in Asia and Latin 
America
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Learning from implementation

 Transitioning from subsidies to individually targeted transfers

 Make information available on the poor performance of existing programs

 Initially, new programs are resource neutral

 Roll out program gradually

 Take advantage of a crisis

 Use of ICTs to deliver benefits

 Inculcating a culture of evaluation

 The demand for evaluations is domestic, not external

 These evaluations have “champions” 

 There is a willingness to permit independent evaluations 



Summary

 In both Asia and Latin America, social safety nets have intrinsic merit –
Mill’s “meeting the claims created by destitution” and instrumental value, 
facilitating economic growth processes.

 They do not appear to have the “injurious consequences” so often 
ascribed to them. 

 There are opportunities for mutual learning in terms of implementation:

 Managing the political economy dimensions of transitions

 Increased use of information and communication technologies

 Inculcating a culture of evaluation.


