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Universal Social Protection

Social protection exists to help people move out of  poverty and stay out

- by providing cash and in-kind transfers, social insurance and job support.

Roughly 2 billion people lack sufficient social protection (WB 2025)

For social protection to work well, we need to understand poverty as it is actually lived, 

which includes but goes beyond poverty as a lack of  income.



Nobel Laureate in Economics:  Angus Deaton: 

[High-income] countries underline the importance of  

monetary indicators of  poverty being accompanied by 

nonmonetary indicators”

‘It is easy to think of  the escape from poverty as being 

about money—about having more and not having to live 

with the gnawing anxiety of  not knowing whether there 

will be enough tomorrow.’ (p xiii). 

But ‘the story of  human wellbeing, of  what makes life 

worth living, is not well served by looking only at a part of  

what is important.”    cited in Atkinson 2019, p22.  



Multidimensional Poverty: derived from lived experience. 

National MPIs – which are present across the world – bring under one roof  people’s 

overlapping deprivations in health, education, housing, work, and access to essential 

services. Some National MPIs include shocks from climate or conflict. Chapters 

address child poverty and gender analyses. All MPI reports give:

◊ A Headline – so one knows if  poverty has gone up, down or stayed the same

◊ Disaggregation by age, subnational region, rural/urban and other groups

◊ Indicator composition – showing what interlinked deprivations poor people face. 

Seeing poverty in this broader way helps design systems that 

respond to people’s real circumstances.



Using MPI to set Actionable Subnational Priorities
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50+ Countries have some kind of  Natl MPI ; 20+ are in progress
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2023 OUP book by Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Juan Manuel 

Santos describes use of the Colombia MPI in Policy

Colombia’s MPI reduced      2010: 29.7%   2018: 19.1% 

Monetary poverty also fell     2009: 40.3%         2018: 27.0%

The Book addresses:

 What actions were taken in Colombia to reduce poverty? 

 How was this done in the middle of  complex peace negotiations?

“The fight against poverty is not just a technical issue but one of  leadership.”

“In the case of  Colombia, as president, I personally took on directing and 

supervising social policy, and this undoubtedly made a difference.”

How? 

Leadership ~ Data ~ Management ~ Case workers ~ Bottom-up



Using MPI for Targeting in Colombia

1. As a criteria for social protection programs 

• Colombia targets at the household level using social registry data, and addresses hh deprivations

• The C-MPI and the extreme poverty line are two criteria to graduate households from the safety 

net Unidos.

2. For geographic targeting tool for social programs 

• In 2017, the National Planning Department (DNP ) found that, according to the 2005 population census, 

the MPI was 72.8% in PDET municipalities, well above the national average of  49% (DNP, 2017, p. 10) 

• They introduced geographic differentiation in the conditional cash transfers (Families in Action Plus) 

• MPI was a diagnostic tool for regional development plans elaborated by the DNP and local governments

• MPI was used to count the number of  beneficiaries per municipality in several programs from the DPS



Leadership, Management, and Poverty Reduction in Colombia

Colombia established a RoundTable led by the President with each Minister attending meetings in 

person. The DPS staffed its secretariat.  It monitored progress in each MPI indicator plus income 

and inequality, and each year unplugged bottlenecks to progress. Santos wrote, 

“Why did we establish the Poverty Roundtable? When a new public policy is set, one 

that breaks away from the traditional way in which a priority issue—such as poverty—is 

being tackled, the policy’s good performance depends on continuous and close supervision. 

When faced with a proposed change, every bureaucratic apparatus tends to go back to the 

traditional way of doing things, to the previous and familiar model. And we didn’t want that 

to happen. That’s why it was important to establish a coordination mechanism, led by the 

president himself, so we could ensure senior government officials remained 

committed to the new guidelines for the policy on poverty”



Colombia: Case Workers addressed social protection gaps

The main tool to accomplish poverty reduction objectives was the Red Unidos (United Network), which operates 

through a large group of  caseworkers—more than 10,000—who President Santos called “my social army.

Caseworkers implemented a door to door survey of  45 basic achievements in nine intervention areas: income and 

employment, livability, access to banking services and savings, nutrition, family dynamics, health, identification, 

access to justice, and education. They identified MPI and monetary poor persons. 

The caseworker wd establish a personalized follow-up plan with the poor or vulnerable family, visit periodically to 

check progress and troubleshoot obstacles until they left both multidimensional and monetary poverty. Santos wrote: 

“These case workers served to “ground” social policy, turning documents and good intentions into action in the very 

place where policy can be effectively implemented. This is a clear example of  a multisectoral policy integrated at the 

individual level. And its success laid precisely in this integration. Household deprivations cannot be treated  in 

                            isolation as they are interwoven.”



Colombia geospatially merged MPI data with data on health clinics 

and vulnerabilities during the pandemic. Later it used admin data 

on school attendance; new innovations are en route. 

From website of DANE, Govt of Colombia

By April 2020 DANE added  health 

clinics, pandemic data etc to track 

contagion and minimize impact. 

https://www.dane.gov.co/index.php/actualidad-dane/5186-el-dane-presenta-por-primera-vez-la-medida-de-la-pobreza-multidimensional-de-las-cabeceras-municipales-a-nivel-de-manzana


Going forward: Digitalisation and Inter-operability 
§ Social registries, poverty censuses or eligibility surveys remain essential for household targeting. But 

the data frontier is fast changing. Innovations are underway to:

§ Merge health and bank records data with targeting data using individual ids to shorten surveys. 

§ Use growth monitoring data to include children’s nutritional status

§ Use admin data on school attendance (and shortly, on many other topics from housing to work to skills)

§ Provide interoperability by flowing all these data through the individual or hh id. 

§ Breakthroughs are coming very fast. This is important – especially if  it increases frequency 

and saves costs. 

§ Engagement of leaders is key – in part so they understand the importance of  maintaining any 

admin data sources

§ Engagement of case workers is key – in part so they have the power and channels to 

                 triangulate, troubleshoot, and correct records within an accountability framework



Going forward: Digitalisation and Inter-operability 

§ Universal digitalisation and interoperability is harder than it looks, especially for the poorest.

§ Safeguards are essential – to keep data secure, ensure sensitive data is only used for good.

§ Strategies need to address documented challenges (e.g. fingerprints; tech failures; time and 

cost to register or reach facilities; facilities for the elderly, those living with disability/health issues)



Poverty remains the greatest global challenge. 

It deserves clearer reporting of policy-salient metrics, and effective trends 

tracking, at high resolution to see clearly who is being left behind

- Report 4 main poverty measures: Monetary & Multidimensional;

Global and Nationally-tailored

- Track absolute, relative and number-of-poor 

reductions, so the poorest contexts can show success.

- Disaggregate extensively, and use the directly interlinked

deprivations to inform highly efficient and impactful actions. 

- Invest intentionally in communicating poverty facts to inform 

public action by multiple actors, including new actors. 
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