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About the project 

The Shock-Responsive Social Protection Systems study is a research programme (2015 to 2018) 

led by Oxford Policy Management (OPM), in consortium with the Overseas Development Institute 

(ODI), the Cash Learning Partnership (CaLP) and INASP. Its aim is to strengthen the evidence 

base as to when and how social protection systems can better respond to shocks in low-income 

countries and fragile and conflict-affected states, thus minimising negative shock impacts and 

reducing the need for separate humanitarian responses. 

The research is funded by UK Aid from the UK government, as part of the Department for 

International Development's (DFID's) Humanitarian Innovation and Evidence Programme (HIEP), 

an initiative to improve the quality, quantity and use of evidence in humanitarian programming.  

Six case studies form the core of the analysis of the features of a social protection system that 

facilitate its use to respond to shocks, and of the ways in which social protection, humanitarian 

assistance and disaster risk management systems can best work together for a more effective 

response. The three in-depth case studies—of Mozambique, Mali and Pakistan—explore the issue 

across a wide range of shocks, and reviewing a number of social protection interventions. Two 

light-touch case studies, of the Philippines and Lesotho, focus on a single shock. Finally, a light 

study of the Sahel region reviews regionwide mechanisms for responding to food security crises. 

About this toolkit 

Drawing on both the research methods used in the six case studies, and on their findings, this 

toolkit brings together information on key concepts, diagnostic tools and guidance for determining 

whether shock-responsive social protection is appropriate in a given context, and the factors that 

might influence its effectiveness. It is aimed at social protection, humanitarian and disaster risk 

management professionals who are interested in pursuing better responses to emergencies, 

including in fragile and conflict-affected settings. This toolkit will help readers to: 

 Understand what is meant by ‘shock-responsive social protection’ and other key terms 

 Assess the feasibility of different options for shock-responsive social protection in your context 

 Take steps to strengthen the systems underlying shock-responsive social protection 

 Learn from other countries’ experience with shock-responsive social protection  

 Access other useful resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggested citation: O'Brien, C., Holmes R. and Scott, Z., with Barca, V. (2018) 'Shock-Responsive 

Social Protection Systems Toolkit—Appraising the use of social protection in addressing large-

scale shocks', Oxford Policy Management, Oxford, UK.   
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SECTION A HOW TO USE THIS TOOLKIT 

This section covers: 

 Why we have developed this toolkit 

 Who it is aimed at, and what you can expect to get out of it 

 The different sections of the toolkit, and how to navigate it 

 

A1 Why this toolkit?  

Large-scale shocks are becoming more numerous, frequent and long-term. Disaster risk 
management (DRM) and humanitarian practitioners commonly play a vital role already in 
addressing them. Can social protection programmes and systems also contribute to 
responding to shocks, either before or after the crisis arises? This toolkit provides guidance 
on how to think through the issues.  

 

Globally, the frequency, size and duration of disasters and crises—be they the consequence of 

natural phenomena or economic or political shocks—are on the rise. The cost of responding to 

these disasters has been increasing, too. Many shocks are predictable and protracted, and often 

slow-onset. Governments are already likely to have a mandate to address such shocks: the field of 

disaster risk management (DRM) is intended both to reduce the likelihood of these adverse events 

and to present a way for them to be addressed if they arise.  

While national governments bear the main responsibility for mitigating the risk of shocks and 

responding to them, the international humanitarian community may provide assistance if the scale 

of the crisis is beyond the capacity of the government to deal with it, or where the government is 

not in a position to respond. However, the demands placed on both governments and the 

international humanitarian community to provide assistance continue to grow. The value of 

international humanitarian assistance keeps hitting record highs—the last three years have each 

seen the highest ever levels of assistance provided—yet the gap compared with what is needed 

continues to widen. Often humanitarian assistance is being provided to the same country, for the 

same crisis, for years at a time.  

Governments and international agencies alike are therefore committed to finding a way forward 

that responds more efficiently and effectively to shocks. They aim to 'use existing resources and 

capabilities better to shrink humanitarian needs over the long term', in the words of the Grand 

Bargain made by the humanitarian and development communities at the World Humanitarian 

Summit ('Grand Bargain', 2016). This may include doing more before a crisis (preparedness) and 

in the early stage of a crisis, rather than reactively.  

Many actors are now asking whether and how long-term social protection systems can play a 

greater role, since these are already intended to meet the needs of the poorest households, to 

build resilience and to respond to crises.  

This toolkit responds to the demand from policymakers and programme implementers for practical 

guidance that can clarify key concepts, suggest approaches for assessing the suitability of shock-

responsive social protection and highlight major issues for consideration in its implementation.  
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A2 Learning objectives 

This toolkit is for policymakers and programme implementers, both government and non-
government, working in DRM, humanitarian assistance or social protection. Its purpose is 
to provoke ideas that will equip you to better understand whether and how your activities 
might contribute to improved outcomes for households faced with large-scale crises. It is 
also intended to enable you to interact with people working in related sectors, on the basis 
of a common understanding of shock-responsive social protection. 

This toolkit is aimed at DRM, humanitarian and social protection professionals who are interested 

in pursuing better responses to emergencies, including in fragile and conflict-affected settings. This 

includes people working for governments, their development and humanitarian partners, and 

NGOs.  

Drawing on both the research methods used in the six case studies, and on case study and 

literature review findings, this toolkit brings together information on key concepts, diagnostic tools 

and guidance for determining whether shock-responsive social protection is appropriate in a given 

context, and the factors that might influence its effectiveness. This toolkit will help you to: 

 Understand what is meant by ‘shock-responsive social protection’ and other key terms 

 Assess the feasibility of different options for shock-responsive social protection in your context 

 Take steps to strengthen the systems underlying shock-responsive social protection 

 Learn from other countries’ experience with shock-responsive social protection  

 Access other useful resources. 

Note that this toolkit does not—and cannot—provide you with a simplistic flowchart that says, 'If 

you are in context A, then you should do X, Y and Z to adjust your social protection programme'. 

We wish that it could! Each context is, of course, highly specific. As with any other policy the 

options you choose will depends on the nature of the crisis and the number and characteristics of 

people affected, as well as on political will, budgetary constraints, relationships between agencies, 

the set of alternative possibilities and many other factors. The relative maturity of the DRM and 

social protection sectors also plays a big part. Our aim is therefore rather to guide you to ask the 

right questions and think through potential risks and challenges of different courses of option, to 

enable you be confident in your subjective decision of how to act and the trade-offs.  
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A3 What's in the toolkit? 

This toolkit contains guidance for both retrospective analysis and forward planning of 
systems and interventions that address large-scale shocks, as well as an explanation of key 
concepts and terms.  

The toolkit is structured as follows: 

Section Name Contents 

A How to use this 
toolkit 

Overview of rationale, learning objectives and structure 

B Learning 

The main conceptual frameworks:  

 What is shock-responsive social protection 

 What forms might it take 

 How might you determine whether it is 'better' than an 
alternative approach 

C Diagnosis 

Recommended questions to help you assess the suitability of shock-
responsive social protection in your context. Identifies the current 
situation. Questions on shocks and crises; poverty and vulnerability; the 
institutional environment (roles, responsibilities, policies, partnerships 
etc.); the contribution of DRM, humanitarian and social protection 
programmes / delivery systems; and financing. 

Also some thoughts on how to interpret the information once you have 
gathered it 

D Factors guiding a 
response 

A more forward-looking section on things to consider if you are intending 
to design and implement a 'shock-responsive' element in your social 
protection programme or system. Covers topics such as targeting, 
coordination, data management 

E Experience References to recent examples and case studies worldwide 

F Other resources 
Links to further project materials, other toolkits, guidance notes and 
studies 

G Glossary Glossary of key terms 

 

Read section B at any time, alongside the related resources listed in section F, to familiarise 

yourself with the topic of shock-responsive social protection. Use section C to guide you when you 

want to analyse the context in which you are operating. There is no need to wait until a crisis 

before using these questions, as many of them can and should be answered even in the absence 

of a shock, as part of a preparedness exercise. Use section D if you are actively thinking about 

introducing a shock-responsive social protection element and need a reference to the key issues 

for design and implementation. Use sections E and F for inspiration!  

Terms that are explained in the glossary are hyperlinked to the glossary text in their first 

use from section B onwards.  
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SECTION B LEARNING 

This section introduces you to the main concepts of shock-responsive social protection. By 
the end of this section you will understand: 

 The definition we are using for Social Protection, Humanitarian Assistance and 
Disaster Risk Management 

 What we mean by 'shock-responsive social protection’ 

 Options for making social protection programmes and systems more responsive to 
shocks 

 A framework for deciding whether shock-responsive social protection is appropriate in 
a given context 

 

WHY IS THIS SECTION IMPORTANT? 
 

Even a term such as 'social protection', and certainly 'shock-responsive social protection', is 
interpreted differently by different actors. Countries may have their own definition of social protection, 
perhaps in a national social protection policy or strategy. This section therefore sets out a common 
framework of terms and principles to facilitate engagement on the topic across sectors. 
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B1 Key definitions 

What counts as social protection?  

Social protection can be defined as the set of public actions that address both the deprivation and 

vulnerabilities of the poorest, and the need of the currently non-poor for security in the face of 

shocks. This ‘public’ response may be governmental or non-governmental (Norton et al., 2001). It 

has also been broadly defined as policies and actions which enhance the capacity of poor and 

vulnerable people to escape from poverty and better manage risks and shocks.  

Social protection encompasses a wide range of instruments, with varying objectives and financing 

mechanisms (Figure 1). We make a distinction between those that are 'non-contributory' (where 

the beneficiary does not have to pay directly into a scheme in order to receive something back) 

and those that are 'contributory' (where only those who pay into the scheme, or on whose behalf a 

payment is made, can receive something back).  

Figure 1 Our typology of social protection 

 

Source: OPM (2017). Notes: (1) 'Non-contributory' schemes are defined by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) 
as those that, 'normally require no direct [financial] contribution from beneficiaries or their employers as a condition of 
entitlement to receive benefits' (ILO, 2017). Public works programmes are usually counted as 'non-contributory' even 
though the recipient contributes labour. (2) Social transfers may be conditional or unconditional. A conditional transfer 
requires the recipient to meet certain behaviours (such as ensuring school attendance) to receive the benefit. 

Beyond this, interventions can be classified broadly as ‘social assistance’, ‘social care’, ‘social 

insurance’ and ‘labour market policies’. Our focus in this toolkit—and, indeed, among many 

policymakers considering shock-responsive social protection—is mainly on social assistance 

interventions. These include: 

 Conditional and unconditional cash transfers  

 Vouchers (e.g. for food, or for medicines for livestock) 

 In-kind transfers (such as agricultural inputs or food, including school feeding programmes);  

 Public works programmes (cash-for-work or food-for-work)  

 Education- and health-specific measures (fee waivers, health insurance, etc.)  

 Subsidies (e.g. on food / agricultural inputs / fuel)  

Other types of social protection also play a crucial role. For example, the provision of psychosocial 

support by social workers, which would fall under the 'social care' classification, can be vital to 

minimise trauma after a disaster.  
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What counts as humanitarian assistance? 

Humanitarian assistance is defined as the resources used to fund actions that are designed to, 
'save lives, alleviate suffering and maintain human dignity during and in the aftermath of man-
made crises and natural disasters, as well as to prevent and strengthen preparedness for the 
occurrence of such situations' (Principles and Good Practice of Good Humanitarian Donorship, 
2003). 
 

Humanitarian assistance may take many forms. It may include reconstruction and rehabilitation 

(e.g. restoring infrastructure and community assets such as water supplies), emergency food or 

cash assistance, services such as the provision of shelter, health, nutrition and education, and 

measures to protect the safety of the population. Some argue that it extends also to DRM activities, 

early warning systems and contingency planning (Global Humanitarian Assistance, 2014). The mix 

depends on the particular needs of a crisis and the priorities of the actors involved. In some 

circumstances the UN coordinates assistance in thematic clusters in line with sectoral objectives 

(food security, shelter etc.). The precise boundaries of humanitarian activities and expenditures 

with development ones are debated and often blurred. Only a few of these relate directly to social 

protection. There is a clear overlap in relation to the provision of material support to households in 

need of assistance and to enable populations to restore their livelihoods after an emergency. 

The crises to which this assistance responds may be called 'humanitarian crises', though some use 

that term more narrowly to refer only to crises that exceed the government's capacity to respond. 

In this Toolkit we consider that governments can respond to a humanitarian crisis. 

What counts as Disaster Risk Management? 

DRM activities are all the processes that aim to reduce the likelihood of a disaster, lessen the 

impact of hazards and improve people's ability to cope if a disaster occurs. DRM is defined as, 'the 

application of disaster risk reduction policies and strategies to prevent new disaster risk, reduce 

existing disaster risk and manage residual risk' (UNISDR). It is often viewed as having five focal 

areas: prevention, mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery. These are similar in concept 

to the functions of social protection of protection, prevention, promotion and transformation. The 

types of mechanism that are often run by DRM actors but that might be relevant to people working 

in social protection include: 

 early warning systems, that give early alerts of potential threats such as droughts or cyclones, 

or even small variations in weather patterns (these alerts can be used to trigger interventions 

that can help avert or mitigate the threat); 

 risk assessments and vulnerability assessments, that can help identify locations and 

populations likely to be in greatest need of assistance; 

 contingency plans, that set out what will be done in different types of emergency, and that 

might include a role for social protection in the planned response;  

 local disaster response teams that may coordinate the targeting and distribution of support to 

communities after a shock; and 

 Disaster risk financing mechanisms that can release funds for emergency measures which 

might include social protection.   
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B2 What is ‘shock-responsive social protection’? 

There is no single definition of ‘shock-responsive social protection’. All social protection 

interventions are in some sense shock-responsive, in that they deal ex-ante or ex-post with chronic 

or sudden events that negatively affect households' livelihoods. However, most social protection is 

designed to support households experiencing shocks as a result of life cycle events such as a loss 

of jobs, illness or death (idiosyncratic shocks).  

‘Shock-responsive social protection’ instead focuses on shocks that affect a large proportion of the 

population simultaneously (covariate shocks). It encompasses the adaptation of routine social 

protection programmes and systems to cope with changes in context and demand following large-

scale shocks. This can be ex-ante by building shock-responsive systems, plans and partnerships 

in advance of a shock to better prepare for emergency response; or ex-post, to support households 

once the shock has occurred. In this way, social protection can complement and support other 

emergency response interventions.  

See the glossary for details of related terms such as 'adaptive social protection'.  
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B3 Options for using social protection to respond to shocks 

There are five main options for adapting social protection programmes to make them better at 

responding to shocks (Figure 2). These are 

1. 'Design tweaks': making small adjustments to the design of routine social protection 

interventions. 

2. 'Piggybacking': using elements of an existing social protection programme or system while 

delivering a separate emergency response. 

3. 'Vertical expansion': temporarily increasing the value or duration of benefits for existing 

beneficiaries. 

4. 'Horizontal expansion': temporarily increasing the number of recipients in an existing social 

protection programme. 

5. 'Alignment': aligning social protection and/or humanitarian interventions with one another. 

 
Figure 2 Typology of options for shock-responsive adaptation 

 

Source: OPM. 

Definition of a 'design tweak' 

The design of social protection programmes and systems can be 

adjusted in a way that takes into consideration the crises that a 

country typically faces. These 'design tweaks' can serve one of two 

purposes. First, they can introduce flexibility into a social protection 

programme so as to maintain the provision of the regular service for its 

usual beneficiaries in the event of a shock. This may be particularly 

relevant in areas prone to rapid-onset disasters such as earthquakes or 

cyclones, where infrastructure may be damaged, or in areas affected by 

conflict where access to services may be disrupted. Examples might 

include developing protocols that allow people to receive a cash transfer over the counter if a usual 

electronic payment system is no longer functioning, or that waive conditionalities (such as school 

attendance) if these cannot be fulfilled as a result of the crisis.  Second, changes to a programme's 

design can be introduced that can improve its coverage, timeliness or predictability in the event of 

a crisis, even without requiring the programme to flex at the moment of the shock itself. This can 

be explored even when shock-responsiveness is not the primary focus of the intervention. It is a 

variant on strengthening the core social protection system—which is in any case likely to be of 

some value in a large-scale crisis, given that social protection is intended to improve households' 

capacity to deal with the shocks they face. 
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Definition of piggybacking1 

‘Piggybacking’ occurs when an emergency response, delivered by 

either government or its partners, uses part of an established 

social protection system or programme while delivering something 

new. Exactly which and how many elements of the overall system or 

programme are borrowed will vary; it could be e.g. a specific 

programme’s beneficiary list, its staff, a national database and/or a 

particular payment mechanism. This response option has three key 

features. First, by definition there has to be an existing programme or 

delivery system to piggyback on, since the idea is to take advantage of 

something that is already there rather than starting from scratch. Second, policymakers can 

piggyback on either a programme or its underlying delivery systems (that may support multiple 

programmes): this distinguishes it from the temporary scale-up of a specific programme (vertical or 

horizontal expansion—see below). Third, it can be delivered by different actors to the core system 

or programme, working within their own political mandates and administrative structures. 

Humanitarian actors can piggyback on government programmes and systems, or vice versa.  

Definition of vertical expansion  

Social protection programmes can be 'vertically expanded' 

following a shock: this means the benefit value or duration of the 

programme is temporarily increased for some or all existing 

recipients (top-ups) This can be done via an adjustment of transfer 

amounts or values, or through the introduction of extraordinary payments 

or transfers. It is unlikely that all programme beneficiaries would have 

been affected by the disaster in the same way or to the same extent, so 

these temporary top-ups may be further targeted within the current 

beneficiary group. In some cases vertical expansion of a programme 

may look similar to piggybacking on its beneficiary list. The difference is that, with a vertically 

expanded programme, the extra support is not separate but rather is an integral part of the existing 

intervention. It is likely to use the same implementers and delivery systems and the same name. 

Note that the emphasis is on scaling up a specific programme, not just borrowing an element of a 

delivery system. 

Definition of horizontal expansion  

The 'horizontal expansion' of a social protection programme refers 

to the temporary inclusion of new beneficiaries from disaster-

affected communities. This could be done in three ways: extending the 

programme's geographical coverage; enrolling additional beneficiaries in 

geographical areas already covered, who meet the programme's usual 

criteria (i.e. an extraordinary enrolment campaign) or bringing in 

additional beneficiaries by modifying the eligibility criteria. In the 

successful examples that emerged during fieldwork, preparations for 

horizontal expansion had been factored into the design of the 

programme rather than being added following a disaster. The ease with which the temporary 

                                                
 
1 For readers who are not familiar with the term, a 'piggyback' is a ride on someone else’s back, as sometimes given to 
children. The term is used metaphorically to mean the use of something that someone else has already made or done in 
order to make life easier.  
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expansion is done depends partly on whether the extra beneficiaries come from a pool of 

households pre-selected to be the first recipients in the event of an emergency, or whether they 

are identified only at the moment of the crisis. 

Definition of alignment 

 'Alignment' means the development of one or more elements of a 

parallel humanitarian response that align as best as possible with 

those used in a current or possible future social protection 

programme or DRM system. For example, this could be an alignment 

of objectives, targeting method, transfer value or delivery mechanism. 

This is distinct from piggybacking on elements of a system as it uses a 

parallel infrastructure rather than the same system. Alignment may arise 

for two reasons. First, an existing social protection intervention may be 

replicated because it is not operational as needed in a crisis, e.g. 

because it operates in geographical areas other than the crisis-affected area, because it is not 

reaching all the required caseload, or because it has ceased to function as a result of the crisis 

itself. Second, a relevant social protection intervention may not yet exist, but it is possible to 

perceive what one might look like. An emergency response that is designed deliberately to align 

with another (actual or emerging) programme or system may facilitate future integration of the two. 

This has the potential for increasing impact by contributing to sustainability, and may eventually 

relieve pressure on the international humanitarian system if alternative funding sources are found. 

It may also have real-time benefits, such as alleviating concerns about receipt of varying levels or 

types of support among different groups.  

Opportunities and constraints of the different options 

Table 1 below sets out some of the different conditions required for each adaptation to be most 

effective, and highlights some of the risks and challenges to take into account. Carefully reading 

through the information in the table should help you to determine whether a particular type of 

shock-responsive adaptation is feasible and likely to be beneficial in your context. 

Section E gives selected examples of countries' experiences with implementing or thinking about 

these options.  
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Table 1 Summary of typology of options for shock-responsive adaptation 

Type Prerequisites Opportunities Design / implementation challenges Risks 

DESIGN 

TWEAKS 

to social 
protection 
programmes 

 Some social protection 
programme must exist 

 Resources and capacity 
required depends on 
nature of the tweak 

 Data needed to identify 
appropriate design tweak 

 Approach can be considered 
anywhere (though what is feasible will 
vary) 

 Opportunity to be a gentle introduction 
of shock-responsiveness into 
programmes and systems 

 Different shocks may call for different 
tweaks—need to decide which to prioritise 

 Ex-ante, so may be hard to get political 
buy-in  

 Policymakers may face competing 
demands to adjust programmes to meet 
other agendas 

 Major challenges of working in crisis and 
conflict contexts may not be resolvable by 
small adjustments to programme design 

 Risk of overloading programmes 
with concerns unrelated to core 
objective 

 Design tweaks to enhance 
shock-responsiveness may close 
off others that have alternative 
benefits  

PIGGYBACKIN

G on existing 

programmes 
or systems 

 No requirement for a 
mature single programme 
with robust systems, as 
can pick and choose 
which elements to use 

 But need some elements 
of a programme or 
system to piggyback on 

 Can select strongest components for 
piggybacking without inheriting weak 
elements or capacity constraints 

 May be more politically acceptable 
than some alternatives as the use of a 
separate system may avoid diluting 
the 'brand' of a specific programme  

 Potential for time-savings and 
improved cost-effectiveness 

 Works well in situations where 
implementers already have a 
relationship with a programme  

 Challenge to identify which system 
components to piggyback on 

 Weaknesses of the underlying system 
may be transferred to the emergency 
programme (timeliness, staff capacity 
etc.) 

 Need to secure agreement of the 
implementers of the core programme 

 Increased coordination with multiple 
organisations and agencies required. 

 Systems being piggybacked on 
risk being overwhelmed. 

 If coordination is poor, multiple 
agencies may decide to 
piggyback on the same 
programme  

 Piggybacking on programmes 
can lead to misunderstanding of 
programme objectives 

VERTICAL 

EXPANSION 

(top-ups to 
existing 
beneficiaries) 

 Strong social protection 
programme with good 
coverage of disaster-
affected areas, and of the 
neediest households. 

 Understanding of who is 
affected by the shock 

 Understanding of 
relevance of top-up 
support for beneficiaries 

 Adequate administrative 
systems, able to 
withstand the shock 

 Potential to be quick and cost-
effective 

 Coverage—existing social protection 
programme may reach a substantial 
proportion of the disaster-affected 
caseload 

 Programme infrastructure already in 
place (provided it withstands the 
shock and has capacity to absorb 
extra workload) 

 Existing relationships between 
partners  

 Coordination with other actors 
implementing emergency responses 

 Determining the size of the top-up (many 
different ways could be justified) 

 Additional resource requirements 

 Some features of the social protection 
programme may be inconvenient for the 
emergency component (eg. timing of 
payouts) 

 Considerable effort on communication to 
explain why beneficiaries are getting even 
more assistance while non-beneficiaries 
receive nothing 

 Key risk is not reaching 
significant % of those affected, 
since non-beneficiaries are not 
covered. 

 Risk of duplicating support or 
missing some individuals as 
difficult to align with other actors 
providing complementary 
responses. 

 Risk of negative impact on 
people's perceptions of the 
generosity of the underlying 
programme 
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Type Prerequisites Opportunities Design / implementation challenges Risks 

HORIZONTAL 

EXPANSION  

(temporary 
extension of 
social 
protection 
programme to 
new 
beneficiaries) 

 A mature social protection 
programme with strong 
administrative and 
delivery systems 

 Accurate data for the 
identification of new 
beneficiaries when the 
programme is expanded 

 Sometimes, 
complementary system 
components that are only 
indirectly connected with 
the core social protection 
intervention may be 
needed (eg. teachers and 
buildings, for a school 
feeding programme). 

 Potential to reach a higher percentage 
of those affected by the disaster than 
is likely through vertical expansion 
alone, as the worst affected areas and 
communities can be specifically 
targeted 

 Potential for more timely response 

 May work well in relation to means-
tested social protection programmes 
with on-demand registration during 
economic shocks, where people fall 
temporarily within the eligibility 
threshold  

 Temporary additional caseload may 
serve as a foundation for the eventual 
expansion of the core programme 

 Difficult to conceive what the benefit 
should cover and why a non-beneficiary in 
crisis times should receive the same as a 
beneficiary gets in non-crisis times 

 Challenge in deciding who should receive 
the extra benefit and how they should be 
selected, including trade-off between 
prepositioned data and data that more 
accurately reflects the emergency 

 Timely inclusion of households can be 
problematic, especially if not pre-enrolled 

 Additional resource requirements, 
including for verifying and enrolling new 
beneficiaries and extending delivery 
mechanisms. 

 Some features of the social protection 
programme may be inconvenient for the 
emergency component (eg. timing of 
payouts) 

 Considerable effort required for 
communication  

 If programme extended to people 
who are not normally eligible, 
underlying programme's core 
objectives may be diluted or 
obscured 

 May create confusion amongst 
beneficiaries about objectives 
and about implementation 
arrangements, and perhaps 
undermine the programme’s 
‘brand’ 

ALIGNMENT 

between 
different 
programmes 
or systems 

 No prerequisite for strong 
programmes or systems, 
can be applied in fragile 
contexts with weak social 
protection infrastructure 

 In short term can lead to efficiency 
savings if reduces duplication of 
delivery systems 

 In longer term, opportunity for a more 
sustainable approach to emergency 
response, with greater predictability of 
funding, possibly leading to long-term 
government ownership and freeing up 
humanitarian actors from responding 
to predictable, recurrent crises.  

 Opportunity for government to 
upgrade their approaches based on 
humanitarian innovations.  

 Difficult to choose which elements to align 
with 

 Will need to work with other programmes 
and organisations, and maintain those 
relationships over the long-term given that 
full transition likely to take many years 

 While alignment between 
programmes may have positive 
impact on organisational 
capacity it risks having less 
direct impact on beneficiaries, if 
the support is less tailored to 
their needs 

Source: OPM. Note: All details are presented in sections 6–10 of the synthesis report. 
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B4 When might shock-responsive social protection be 
appropriate? 

Just because it is feasible to adapt a programme, this does not mean that it is necessarily 
advisable.  To determine this, you will need to compare options with other previous and 
planned emergency responses. If social protection programmes are to be useful for shock 
response, they need to offer a solution that improves on alternatives.  

The final step in assessing options for shock responsive social protection is therefore to assess 

whether and how the identified options will improve on alternative emergency responses in relation 

to: 

 Meeting needs: does the intervention deliver an equal or greater impact than its alternatives? 

Is it better targeted to address needs? Does it provide a more adequate level of support? Does 

it provide support of a more appropriate nature? 

 Coverage: Will it lead to more of those in need receiving assistance? Will it reduce the number 

of those who need support?  

 Timeliness: Will it lead to quicker support to households? Will it contribute to early response? 

 Predictability: Will the funding be more predictable? Will it result in more predictable 

assistance for households?  

 Duplication: Will it reduce duplication of programme delivery systems and processes? Will it 

increase coordination between programme implementers? Will it harmonise aspects of 

programme delivery? 

 Sustainability: Will it lead to strengthened organisational capacity? Will it be more embedded 

in government-led systems? Is it more sustainable over the long-term?  

It is very unlikely that any programme adapted for shock response will be able to improve all six of 

these dimensions in comparison to alternative emergency response. There is likely to be a trade-

off and you will need to make a subjective decision as to which is the priority and therefore which 

option or options are ultimately best to take forward. The decision as to what will work better 

against these six criteria will vary depending on which aspects of efficiency and effectiveness are 

believed to be the priority. This may be affected by: 

 the type of crisis (eg. whether it is rapid- or slow-onset, which may determine the extent to 

which the speed of response affects household well-being); 

 the regularity and size of the crisis, which may affect whether it should be treated as a one-

off exceptional event—perhaps requiring the enactment of a contingency plan—or whether 

governments should plan to integrate a response to the shock into their routine activities; 

 whether the intervention is taking place in a conflict context, and whether the government is a 

party to the conflict, which may have implications for the alignment with government systems. 

 the capacity of agencies, including access to financing and infrastructure, which may 

influence whether the use of an existing system will overwhelm it or can be absorbed.  

 

Beyond the six factors discussed above, others may also be relevant. Useful frameworks are the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development's (OECD's) guidance for evaluating 

humanitarian assistance, and DFID's '4E's approach for assessing value for money. These are 

summarised in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2 Analytical frameworks for evaluating and assessing value for money of an 
emergency response: OECD and DFID 

OECD humanitarian assistance evaluation criteria 

Relevance / appropriateness: Extent to which the intervention is in line with local needs and 
priorities (as well as donor policy) and is tailored to local needs, increasing ownership, 
accountability  and cost-effectiveness 

Connectedness: Ensuring that activities of a short-term emergency nature are carried out in a 
context that takes long-term and interconnected problems into account 

Coherence: Extent to which policies of different actors are complementary or contradictory—
including humanitarian, development, security, trade and military policies 

Coverage: The need to reach major population groups facing life-threatening risk wherever they 
are 

Efficiency: How economically inputs are converted to outputs 

Effectiveness: Extent to which an activity achieves its purpose, including timeliness and 
coordination 

Impact: Longer-term consequences of achieving or not achieving objectives 

 

DFID value for money metrics 

Economy: Purchase of inputs of the appropriate quality at the right price 

Efficiency: How well are inputs converted into outputs (“Spending well”) 

Effectiveness: How well are outputs achieving the desired outcomes and ultimately impact. 
Impact has three distinct elements: the direct impact on the intended beneficiaries; impact on 
policy design; and impact through the strengthening of organisational capacity (“Spending 
wisely”) 

Equity: Degree to which benefits are fairly distributed (“Spending fairly”) 

Source: ALNAP (2006) and DFID (2011).  
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SECTION C DIAGNOSIS 

This section provides you with the analytical tools to assess the context in which you work, 
so that you can gather information that will later help you make decisions about the 
suitability of shock-responsive social protection. It offers a set of guiding questions for 
understanding: 

 The nature of shocks and crises that are present in your context 

 The nature of poverty and vulnerability 

 The institutional environment  

 The potential contribution of specific programmes 

 The potential contribution of specific delivery systems 

 The financial / budgetary context 

 How to interpret your diagnosis 

WHY IS THIS SECTION IMPORTANT? 
 

Shock-responsive social protection has become a ‘hot topic’ in development and humanitarian 
circles. While there are many instances when adaptations to social protection programmes can 
make a valuable contribution to reducing the impact of shocks and crises, there is a risk that they 
may be assumed to be a good idea even in contexts where their suitability has not been thoroughly 
investigated.  

Policymakers and programme implementers should therefore carefully consider whether social 
protection is an appropriate mechanism to use in response to a shock, and if so, how social 
protection can best provide shock response. This section provides you with the analytical tools to 
gather the information to make that judgment. Having explored these questions it may become 
apparent that adapting social protection systems to provide shock-response may be appropriate, or 
may not be the best option for improving responses to shocks. In some contexts, a better starting 
point may be to consider strengthening routine social protection first.  

We would emphasise that the diagnosis of the context is best done before a shock occurs. It is a 
crucial aspect of preparedness. The analytical tools mainly capture what exists, and help you to 
understand why it is this way (enabling factors and bottlenecks). At the time of a crisis this 
knowledge can then be complemented with a rapid appraisal of the changes in the context provoked 
by the crisis itself.  

Working on this analysis before a shock will allow time for other preparations in readiness for the 
potential shock, such as developing relevant policies and regulations, setting up partnership 
agreements etc. It also increases awareness of options available: even in a country where the 
overall social protection system is relatively immature it may be possible to identify one or two 
programmes that can offer a significant contribution. This understanding, in turn, is likely to facilitate 
appropriate actions in response to the shock when it arises. 

Answering these questions will require social protection, humanitarian and DRM actors, policy 
makers and practitioners, to work together.  
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C1 Questions: Shocks and crises 

 

The fact that you are considering shock-responsive social protection means there is a shock 
(or shocks) that occur in the context where you work, and that you feel could benefit from 
improvements to the way it is handled. Your first task is to understand the nature of the 
problem itself. Without this, you cannot determine the most appropriate response. 

Be clear what type(s) of shock you are aiming to address. You may be considering building 
on social protection programmes to respond to a single incident or emergency, a frequently 
occurring or cyclical / seasonal shock, or many different types of shock. Base your analysis 
on past shocks to better understand what may be expected in the future. 

 

1. What are the characteristics of the shock(s) that you are aiming to address? Think in terms of: 

- Speed of onset. This might be rapid-onset, such as an earthquake; or slow-onset, such as 
drought. 

- Geographical distribution. Are some geographical areas more affected by the shock?  

- Numbers and proportion of population affected. Are some groups disproportionately 
affected? 

2. What is the frequency and duration of each type of shock? Is it a one-off, short-term shock, or 

does it have longer-lasting impacts into the medium term, for example an economic downturn? 

Is it a protracted crisis? Does it occur every year, such as an annual lean season before a 

harvest? 

3. Is this a complex shock, with multiple dimensions (such as a drought in a conflict area)? 

 
 
 
    

HELP TO FIND THE ANSWER 
 

Besides key informant interviews or workshops 
to get the perceptions of multiple stakeholders, 
you may be able to obtain quantitative and 
qualitative data that is routinely collected and 
updated on the nature of shocks. This includes 
historical time-series data on previous shocks, 
and current risk assessments of the probability 
of future shocks.  

Some common sources include the EM-DAT 
database, annual Humanitarian Response 
Plans, contingency plans, the Famine Early 
Warning Systems Network data and Reliefweb 
data. See also Section F. 

 

FOR THOUGHT 
 

The geographical location where a shock 
initially hits may not be the location most 
heavily affected by its impacts. For example, a 
crisis in one part of a country may lead to mass 
displacement of the population to other parts. 
Are you aiming to address the shock in its 
original location, in other affected areas or in 
both? 
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C2 Questions: Poverty and vulnerability 

 

Understanding a country's underlying poverty trends and the nature of vulnerability, 
including how these relate to vulnerability to shocks, is critically important. It can 
determine the extent to which the people likely to be adversely affected by a shock are also 
likely to be beneficiaries of one or more social protection programmes: many are intended 
to reduce poverty—and vulnerability to poverty—but may be aimed at the chronically poor 
rather than those temporarily affected by a shock.  

Efforts to understand the factors that affect a household’s vulnerability to poverty—that is, 
the likelihood that a household will become poor (or poorer) in the future—must consider 
both the household’s exposure to risk and its ability to cope with that risk. An assessment 
of poverty and vulnerability may also give you a sense of the extent to which poverty is 
dynamic (with some households moving in and out of poverty while others remain in 
chronic poverty over generations) and vulnerabilities are linked to life-cycle circumstances. 

 

1. What are the latest poverty figures and trends (including disaggregation by geographical area 

and population subgroup)? 

2. What are the demographic / livelihoods characteristics of those most likely to be in, or at risk of, 

poverty? Think in terms of: 

 Household characteristics, e.g. household demography (such as number of children), 
dependency ratios, ownership of assets and access to resources, livelihood strategies 
households engaging in agricultural activities. 

 Individual characteristics, e.g. gender, age 

3. Who do stakeholders consider to be vulnerable and in most need of assistance? This 

complementary qualitative assessment may be more nuanced than purely quantitative data, 

and perceptions may differ across social protection, humanitarian and DRM actors. 

4. How does vulnerability to shocks relate to poverty? Do shocks tend to affect areas / subgroups 

characterised by higher poverty rates? Compare your answers to this section with those in 

section C1 on shocks and crises.  

 

HELP TO FIND THE ANSWER 
 

There is likely to be a body of knowledge on 
poverty and vulnerability in your country, e.g. in 
national household surveys, though the data 
may be several years old. Work together with 
your Statistics Agency! A good external starting 
point is the World Bank’s Microdata library and 
its Poverty and Equity data portal. 

It is also worth taking multi-dimensional poverty 
indicators into account if available. See for 
example, the Multidimensional Poverty Index 
and the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development’s (OECD's) 
Social Institutions and Gender Index. 

FOR THOUGHT 
 

Is it possible to distinguish shock-affected from 
chronically poor people, and even if so, does 
this distinction matter?  

For example, if two households have similar 
levels of well-being—one because it has lost 
income as a result of a shock, and the other 
because it is chronically poor—does it make 
sense to support one and not the other?  

These types of question can have a big impact 
on the design of any eventual emergency 
response programme and on its target 
caseload. 
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C3 Questions: The institutional environment  

This section provides questions to understand the organisations and agencies working in 
DRM, social protection and humanitarian response, their relationships, interests and 
capacity. It also looks at the laws, regulations and policies that govern them. The mandates 
of the organisations, the power dynamics and political environment all affect how 
initiatives do or don't happen. Pay particular attention to governance arrangements, 
especially the division of responsibilities between national and subnational authorities. 

Mapping institutions: roles, responsibilities, laws and policies 

1. Thinking about responsibility for the design, implementation and coordination of DRM / 

emergency response policies: 

 Who are the actors responsible? What are their different roles (on paper and in practice)? 

 What are the key national and local plans, laws, regulations and policies that govern their 
activities (eg. a DRM framework, a humanitarian action policy etc.)? What priorities do 
these signal for eg. reducing vulnerability to shocks, increasing resilience etc.? 

 To what extent do national and local governments lead on the various aspects of policy 
design, implementation and coordination? 

 Once in place, are laws, regulations and policies being implemented as intended? If not, 
what is blocking them? 

 Are there strengths and weaknesses in the current disaster preparedness and emergency 
response model? What are they? 

2. Next consider social protection policies and ask the same questions about the actors 

involved, their roles, the relevant laws, regulations and policies and their implementation, and 

the involvement of national and local governments.  

3. Does—or could—the social protection system offer a solution, institutionally, to any of the 

shortcomings of the current method for emergency response (such as filling capacity gaps)?  

4. Is there a consistent approach to interpreting the nature of crises and how they should be 

addressed, between the DRM, humanitarian and social protection sectors? Is there scope for 

greater policy coordination? 

5. Is there competition over resources and authority associated with DRM, humanitarian and 

social protection between line ministries? What are the power dynamics and the key points of 

contention?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

HELP TO FIND THE ANSWER 
 

You will find it useful to obtain and review 
documentation from all three sectors—DRM, 
social protection and humanitarian response. 
For example, does the DRM policy or strategy 
endorse the extension of social protection to 
new beneficiaries in a crisis?  

This should be complemented with key 
informant interviews or qualitative research at 
both national and subnational level.  

 

FOR THOUGHT 
 

There will probably already be a system in your 
country for responding to disasters. Do you 
know how it works? This should guide your 
assessment of whether social protection can 
offer an alternative or complement.  

For example, if disaster response is the remit 
of district-level authorities, and you are 
supporting a national-level social protection 
programme which you think might be useful in 
a crisis, have you thought how you would 
engage with the district authorities to see 
whether they feel it has added value? 
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QUICK EXERCISE: HOW MATURE ARE THE DRM AND SOCIAL PROTECTION 

SYSTEMS IN YOUR CONTEXT? 
 
The maturity of a country's social protection and DRM systems has considerable consequences for 
their ability to be effective in a shock. This is not a fixed state and will change over time. However, it 
is useful to start by considering the maturity in the context in which you are working in order to plan 
approaches that are most likely to succeed.  

You may feel that your country does not yet have a coherent social protection system. While it may 
not have a set of programmes offering seamless support to all people in need across the lifecycle, 
avoiding gaps and duplication, and articulated in a well-funded strategy, it will have some kind of 
assistance in place, even if delivered ad-hoc by non-state actors. You can assess this assistance to 
determine how useful it would be to support response to a shock, relative to alternative emergency 
responses. 

As a rapid exercise, take a moment to consider the maturity of the social protection system in your 
context. The table below sets out a typology of system maturity: 
 

Category of maturity Description 

1 Non-existent 
No state interest in developing long-term social protection, and 
only ad-hoc humanitarian interventions by development partners 

2 Internationally led 
No clear progress in state policy, but emerging interventions by 
development partners shaping up to a system with elements of 
harmonisation or coordination between state and its partners 

3 State-led interest 
Some state interest to expand social protection to the vulnerable, 
including elements such as the outline of what could become a 
national programme 

4 State-led commitment 
Commitment to expand social protection articulated in e.g. a 
strategy, with some flagship initiatives for the poor (co-)funded by 
the state 

5 State-led expanding 
Clear state policies and a growing set of social protection 
programmes 

6 State-led mature 
Well established system with high coverage of populations and 
needs, strong state role in delivery, capacity building and financing 

Source: OPM (2015). 

You can do a similar exercise to consider the maturity of the DRM system.  

You may decide that the maturity of a system is better assessed on a programme-by-programme 
basis rather than at a system-wide level. For example, perhaps the government is highly committed 
to expanding public works programmes, but not at all interested in cash transfers. Or perhaps the 
overarching social protection system is non-existent, but a donor is funding a sophisticated 
programme that is expected to be in place for the long term.  

Bearing this in mind, and comparing it with other contexts, may help you decide whether a scheme 
that you see elsewhere might also be transferable to your own context, and what you might need to 
address to improve its probability of being effective. For instance, an initiative that might work well in 
Kenya might not be sustainable in a country with a less mature social protection system, though 
elements might be transferable.  
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Mapping institutions: relationships, partnerships and coalitions 

1. Thinking about political economy: what are the interests and levels of power / influence of the 

stakeholders—at local, national and international level—in reforming the current system for 

emergency response and in considering closer links with social protection? How has this 

affected the design and implementation of shock-responsive policies until now? 

2. Is there a window of opportunity for reform, if reform is needed, such as through the 

presence of a sector 'champion' in government, the support of a particular political party, or the 

drafting of relevant legislation?  

3. What is the degree of decentralisation in the provision and financing of, and authority over, 

social protection, humanitarian response and DRM? What implications does this have in 

practice? Is there competition and/or different levels of prioritisation of these sectors at different 

levels of government?  

4. How, and how well, do development partners work with the government, private sector and 

communities on humanitarian assistance and social protection provision? How has previous 

support in response to shocks been perceived? Do agencies have competing visions / 

objectives? 

5. What scale and size of private sector or community participation is involved in designing 

and implementing social protection and humanitarian interventions, and in contributing to policy 

debates about future reforms?  

6. How do different stakeholders organise themselves in terms of coordination and 

partnerships? How well have they previously coordinated and collaborated amongst 

themselves in the event of shocks?  
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C4 Questions: The potential contribution of specific 
programmes 

An important first step in assessing the appropriateness and feasibility of shock-responsive 
social protection in a given context is to review the design and implementation of existing 
DRM and humanitarian responses. These can be compared with social protection 
programmes, and how they have been or might be adapted to respond to shocks, to see 
how well they offer an appropriate alternative or complement. 

Mapping recent DRM and humanitarian response programmes 

1. What DRM and humanitarian response interventions have been implemented recently to 

address large-scale crises? These might be by local or national government, or international 

actors, or both. Consider interventions that provide support to households or individuals. 

2. Thinking of each of these programmes in turn, what have been their key design features? You 

can use the list of features presented in Table 3 below to think through these.  

3. How did these recent responses perform with respect to meeting people's needs at the time? 

What worked well, and what are the shortcomings? Were they harmonised and coordinated? 

What evaluations have been conducted and what are their findings? You can use the 

dimensions of economy, efficiency, effectiveness and equity outlined in section B4 to make this 

assessment. Also use any available monitoring / evaluation reports. 

Mapping social protection programmes 

1. What social protection interventions are in place? These might be implemented by local or 

national government, or international actors, or both. Use the typology of social protection 

interventions in Section B1 to help compile the list. It may include: 

 social assistance (e.g. cash and in-kind transfers, public works, fee waivers, subsidies) 

 social care services (e.g. support from social workers) 

 social insurance (e.g. contributory schemes to insure against unemployment, disability etc.) 

2. Thinking of each programme in turn, what are their key design and implementation features? 

How resilient are these to a crisis?  Use the list in Table 3 to help you think through these. 

 

HELP TO FIND THE ANSWER 
 

If the social protection sector is well established 
it may have an annual sector review process 
coordinated across the government and its 
agencies, which may generate analytical 
reports.  

Programmes are likely to have their own design 
documents and progress reports, and perhaps 
also an independent M&E process. Further 
resources include: the Social Assistance in 
Developing Countries Database, the World 
Bank Atlas of Social Protection, the ILO World 
Social Protection Report data and the Inter-
Agency Social Protection Assessment tools. 

FOR THOUGHT 
 

The principle of shock-responsive social 
protection is to consider whether social 
protection programmes can improve on the 
emergency response provided by other 
mechanisms, and if so, how.  

This is why it is important not just to think in 
isolation about the value of the social 
protection programmes, but to compare them 
with the DRM and humanitarian / emergency 
responses that already exist. Without this it is 
difficult to know whether the use of the 
system would represent an improvement.  
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Table 3 Questions to map design and implementation features of current social 
protection programmes 

Design feature Examples of questions relevant for shock-responsive social protection 

Objectives What is the programme trying to achieve?  

Target group 
and coverage 

Who is eligible for the programme and how is this decided? How often does 
selection of beneficiaries take place? How are they registered? How often do 
people leave the programme? What is the overall coverage? To what extent are 
those targeted by the programme likely to overlap with those who are most 
vulnerable to shocks? 

Nature of 
support 

What does the programme provide (e.g. cash or in-kind transfer, livelihood 
support, psychosocial support)? What is the frequency and duration of support? If 
it is a transfer, what is the value? 

Delivery 
system 

How is the support delivered (for example, if a cash transfer, how does money 
reach the beneficiary—through direct bank transfer, mobile phone payment, over 
the counter of a post office, manual distribution by programme staff etc.)? 

Capacity and 
resources 

How is the programme staffed? Does it use government employees, external 
contractors or independent organisations? How many staff are there, how are they 
distributed, and what is the potential for recruiting more if needed, on a long- or 
short-term basis? What other resources does the programme have (e.g. local 
offices, vehicles), and what is the potential for increasing these resources? 

Case 
management 

What are the mechanisms for communicating with beneficiaries and for handling 
updates and appeals and complaints?  

M&E 
How is the programme monitored and evaluated? What are its key indicators of 
success?  

Links to other 
programmes 

Does the programme already link up to other complementary initiatives, e.g. health 
/ education / agriculture programmes? How could these be leveraged? 

Note: These questions focus on the descriptive mapping of existing social protection programmes. The discussion of 
what might be needed from these programme elements in order to improve responses to shocks is the focus of section 
D. Questions on programme financing are also relevant, and are presented in section C6 below. Similar questions could 
be adapted to analyse existing DRM and humanitarian programmes. 

3. How are these programmes judged to have performed with respect to meeting the needs of 

their target population? What are the strengths and weaknesses of the programmes? What 

evaluations have been conducted and what are their findings? 

4. What flexibility is there in the programme's existing design and operations to increase its 

caseload / change the level of support to its beneficiaries / share its delivery systems with other 

interventions in the event of an emergency? What prospects might there be to introduce this 

flexibility? 

5. Have any of the programmes already been used flexibly in an emergency, and if so how? Have 

any of them undergone adjustments in their design to make their beneficiaries better prepared 

for an emergency or more resilient to crises? What was the experience of this?  
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C5 Questions: The potential contribution of specific delivery 
systems 

The DRM, humanitarian and social protection sectors also contain elements that are not 
exclusive to any single programme, but that contribute to the functioning of multiple 
programmes or to coordinating and harmonising the sector as a whole. Examples are 
processes for contingency planning, early warning and market analysis, vulnerability 
assessments, and databases such as the 'social registries' that are becoming popular. What 
is the role that these might play? 

Mapping systems used in DRM / humanitarian interventions 

1. What are the current methods by which the organisations mandated to deliver DRM / 

humanitarian response carry out the following functions? 

 Risk and vulnerability assessments 

 Early warning systems 

 Contingency planning 

 Coordination of emergency response 

 Keeping track of beneficiaries reached by different interventions 

 Market assessments 

 Monitoring and evaluating the performance of an overall emergency response 

2. How well do these systems and processes perform with respect to meeting people's needs at 

the time? What worked well, and what are the shortcomings? Use the dimensions of economy, 

efficiency, effectiveness and equity outlined in section B4 to make this assessment.  

Mapping systems used in social protection interventions 

1. What systems and processes exist in the social protection sector that serve, or might serve, a 

similar function to those cited above in relation to DRM / humanitarian interventions? For 

example, what information systems and related databases are in place? What tools are used 

for contingency planning or early warning? 

2. Thinking of each of these elements, to what extent do they improve on, or offer an alternative 

to, the systems already in place for DRM / humanitarian response? Use the dimensions of 

economy, efficiency, effectiveness and equity outlined in section B4 to make this assessment.  

 

 

HELP TO FIND THE ANSWER 
 

You may find that there are no single common 
systems for undertaking these processes in 
your context. Sometimes groups of NGOs may 
work together to try to develop a harmonised 
system for these processes, which may or may 
not be connected to the government's own 
system(s). 

A great resource to learn more about tools 
used by humanitarian actors when delivering 
cash transfers is CaLP’s Learning Hub, 
searchable Library and tools sections. 

 

FOR THOUGHT 
 

Humanitarian systems may be set up so as to 
maximise the possibility that implementers can 
meet the humanitarian principles of humanity, 
impartiality, neutrality and independence.  

Think how this manifests itself in the current 
design of systems for emergency response 
(eg. are some systems intentionally kept 
separately from the government? Who leads 
the processes?). How would this be affected if 
a social protection system was used instead? 

 

 

 



Shock Responsive Social Protection Research: Toolkit 

24 
 

C6 Questions: The financial / budgetary context 

The way emergency responses are currently funded should be understood and assessed, in 
order to be able to make a comparison of funding through different mechanisms. An 
important element of whether a social protection system can be more responsive to shocks 
relates to how it is financed, to what extent, and the scope for allocating additional funds 
towards it for a response to shocks. Consider also the potential challenges of any transition 
from one system of funding to the other.  

Thinking of the DRM, humanitarian and social protection sectors in turn, assess the following: 

1. What has been the value of national and local government funding to the sector in recent years 

(e.g. the last three), and what are the projections for the next three years?  

2. To what extent is this funding from domestic or external (international) sources? What are the 

different sources? How, and from whom, are externally sourced funds raised?  

Looking across the sectors as a whole: 

1. What are the overall prospects for the macro-economy in the years ahead? 

2. How are national and local government budgets determined and allocated annually?  

3. What are the prospects for increasing funding towards disaster risk reduction / preventive 

activities, rather than post-hoc response to disasters?  

4. Is there a space for funding shock-response through other sectors, such as education, health 

or agriculture? 

5. Does the government have a contingency fund that it can draw on in emergencies? Does it 

contain any funds? How is it replenished? For what can it be used, and how is it triggered? 

6. Are other risk financing mechanisms being implemented or considered? How do they work? 

7. What has been the size of estimated funding requirements in recent emergencies? How much 

was received and spent? 

8. Is there a shift towards multiyear funding of humanitarian assistance? To what extent is this 

resolving any funding constraints?  

9. Are there any implications for future sustainability of funding, if interventions that are currently 

deemed 'humanitarian assistance' were moved to a social protection programme? 

 
 HELP TO FIND THE ANSWER 

 

Some of this information may be available in 
national budget documents, if public. Other 
relevant documentary sources may include 
medium-term expenditure frameworks, public 
expenditure reviews, IMF Article IV reports and 
humanitarian response plans. 

Government documents do not always contain 
information about development partner 
spending, which may be either 'on-budget' or 
'off-budget'. You may need to collect additional 
information from individual agencies.  

 

FOR THOUGHT 
 

There is often a large discrepancy between 
planned and actual expenditure across these 
sectors. Consider how implementation 
constraints are likely to affect the availability of 
funds for a response (lengthy procurement or 
approval processes, lack of procedures 
governing the top-up of contingency funds etc.) 

 

 

 



Shock Responsive Social Protection Research: Toolkit 

25 
 

C7 How to interpret your diagnosis 

As we noted in section A2, the answers to these questions do not lead automatically 
through a flowchart to a prescribed solution. Here we suggest how you might handle your 
results, and point you to other parts of the toolkit that may help you reach your conclusion.  

The primary issue to remember while asking these questions is, of course… Why are you asking 

them? What is the policy challenge that you are aiming to resolve? It is not enough to look at a 

social protection programme or system in isolation and decide whether it could be made more 

shock-responsive. Instead you should look at a set of alternative policy options and select the most 

appropriate one. This may be a move towards shock-responsive social protection, or it may not.  

Here is a three-step process to help you interpret your diagnosis: 

 

The task of assessing the options refers not just to whether it is appropriate to use social protection 

systems at all for shock response, but considering which programmes could best be adapted and 

in which ways. For this, the typology of options listed in Figure 1 will be relevant. You can assess 

the feasibility of tweaking the design of each, if any could move to greater alignment, if any 

elements would be suitable for piggybacking, and whether there is scope for vertical or horizontal 

expansion – or a combination, including alongside parallel (and aligned) humanitarian responses. 

The Table 1 in section B provides a detailed reflection on the prerequisites and the relative merits 

and risks of each of these options, which will play out differently according to the scenario and 

context. This information is based on what we know from the country case studies and literature 

review, yet there is still a lot to learn. For example: 

Step 1. Understand the problem 

Reviewing your answers in relation to all three sectors, consider where the main bottlenecks lie in 
reducing and addressing households' vulnerability to shocks. Are they mainly challenges of policy 
design, or of implementation? Is the problem mostly one of a lack of planning and preparedness—
such as an absence of rigorous contingency planning or of protocols and agreements with service 
providers—or do policymakers clearly see the problem but lack the resources to address it? How 
much are these bottlenecks symptomatic of the state of maturity of the sectors (see section C3 above), 
and to what extent is it likely that they can be overcome in the short or medium term? 

Step 2. Assess the options 

Once you have collected information about the current DRM / humanitarian programmes and systems 
and their benefits and challenges, and the same for social protection, you should compare answers 
between the two. Does the use of a social protection system resolve some issues inherent in the 
current system for reducing and addressing vulnerability to shocks? What new challenges will it 
create? What will be lost (for example, will a social protection intervention be able to adhere to the 
humanitarian principles)? Is this an acceptable trade-off? Could these challenges be resolved equally 
well (or even better) by simply improving the DRM / humanitarian systems? 

Step 3. Consider unintended consequences 

Looking beyond the current status of the social protection programmes you have reviewed, consider 
also whether there are any risks in using them that may undermine the effectiveness of the underlying 
programme or divert it from its core objectives (e.g. by introducing new beneficiaries whose 
circumstances do not match those of the intended target of the core programme). 
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 If you do not have a strong social protection programme or underlying social protection system, 

and you do not expect it to be able to take on the delivery of interventions that are currently 

provided by humanitarian actors, you might wish to start by simply strengthening the routine 

social protection intervention; and perhaps introducing design tweaks to improve its use in a 

shock. For this you would need to have data that permits an understanding of priority needs to 

ensure effective design adjustments. You might also encourage alignment of interventions 

among different actors, including the government, which may help a move towards an eventual 

strong social protection programme. 

 If you do not have a comprehensive system or a highly relevant social protection programme 

that reaches the right target households, but you do have strong programme systems such as 

good data or strong delivery mechanisms, you might consider piggybacking on elements of 

the system.  

 If you have a programme with good coverage of the geographical areas affected by the 

disaster, and the beneficiaries of which closely match at least some of the affected group, and 

you have good data and robust administrative and delivery systems—you may wish to consider 

vertical expansion of the programme. A good assessment of needs is also required to 

understand whether it is useful for beneficiaries to receive more of what they already get. 

 If you have a programme with robust, accurate data for the identification of new beneficiaries 

when the programme is expanded and strong administrative and delivery systems that can 

cope with scale-up and preparation in advance, and if the inclusion of new beneficiaries will not 

be detrimental to the existing programme or its beneficiaries, consider horizontal expansion. 

If there is no spare capacity to scale out then 'surge capacity' will need to be available and will 

require institutional coordination, for example by bringing in staff from other geographical areas 

or other programmes.  

 Also consider adapting several programmes at once: each should be considered on its own 

merits, but it will be important to think about the interplay. Different types of response may be 

relevant at different points in time (e.g. early response versus longer-term recovery). 
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SECTION D FACTORS GUIDING A RESPONSE 

 

This section highlights key points you may wish to take into account in the design of any 
shock-responsive social protection intervention. Drawing on the main components of a 
social assistance programme, it covers: 

 Finance—Exploring whether and how the intervention might be funded 

 Targeting—Considering who the intervention is designed to reach 

 Data management—The merits and challenges of using ready-made databases 

 Transfer values—Determining how much support to provide 

 Payment / distribution mechanisms—How the support will reach the target recipients 

 Coordination—Linking all relevant actors 

 Communication—Discussing the intervention with communities 

 M&E—Measuring whether the intervention is having its intended effect 

 

WHY IS THIS SECTION IMPORTANT? 
 

Interventions that aim to support households in an emergency are generally designed on the basis of 
a fairly consistent set of questions about the processes and systems needed to achieve impact. 
While the questions remain fairly similar for all interventions, the answers will be vastly different 
depending on the context.  

Broadly, the questions cover: Who needs assistance? What support do they need? What and how 
much can we provide, and how do we get it to those that need it? How will they know about it? How 
will we keep track of what we're doing, whether it works, and what others are doing? In technical 
terms this translates into decisions about targeting, delivery mechanisms, communication, data 
management, M&E and so forth.  

The same questions apply to the delivery of long-term social protection assistance, though again 
with a range of answers. This similarity in the set of processes and systems is one of the things that 
has led to the present debate about whether and how social protection systems can complement or 
substitute for other emergency response mechanisms.  

The critical difference is that programme objectives, and the underlying assumptions about what is 
considered best practice, can vary hugely between programmes that are perceived as 'humanitarian' 
and those considered as 'development' interventions or part of routine service delivery. For example, 
in setting the value of a cash or in-kind transfer, a 'humanitarian' response might aim to meet the full 
consumption needs of a household, while a social protection response might have an objective of 
contributing enough to meet, say, 25% of the need.  

This section therefore highlights some of the key issues to consider, and likely points of contention, 
in the design and delivery of the different elements of a shock-responsive social protection 
intervention, from the perspective of humanitarian and DRM as well as social protection 
implementers. A fuller examination of all these issues is provided in the synthesis report for this 
research.  
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D1 Finance  

Using the answers to the diagnostic questions in section C6, you should have an 
understanding of the fiscal space for shock-response, including the current channels 
through which they are disbursed, and you will be aware of whether government and 
external funding is likely to be available to sustain extensions or adaptations to long-term 
government-led social protection programmes.  

The two factors that will then assist you in determining your choice of funding option are, 
first, your anticipation of potential funding requirements; and second, your assessment of 
the challenges and opportunities of the alternative sources of finance. 

Anticipating potential funding requirements 

Effective programming requires robust processes for anticipating the size of funding needed. 

Before you can secure timely and predictable financing for shock-responsive social protection, it is 

important to establish or strengthen systems for needs analysis and funding requirements. This 

might be a regular process involving government, humanitarian and development partners, such as 

Mali’s annual National Response Plan for Food Security. Information on likely need could be 

presented in a plan with funding sources agreed and detailed. The process will be different for 

slow- and rapid-onset crises. For both, reliable early warning data will be advantageous – this was 

not often the case in our case study countries.  

Assessing alternative sources and channels of finance 

Struggles to obtain sufficient funding to respond to emergencies, and to disburse it in a timely 

manner, have been one of the main impetus for consideration of shock-responsive social 

protection programming. If you work for a humanitarian agency that has been responding to a 

protracted crisis over a number of years, the fact that humanitarian funding is often guaranteed for 

only one year at a time may have been a source of concern. The integration of a response into a 

long-term social protection programme or system may look like a way of resolving the short-term 

funding problem. However, you must consider the following: 

 Would the switch to funding a response through a social protection programme entail 

channelling funds through government systems? Do the requirements of the current funder 

(if not the government) permit this; and if not, can other funders be found, or will the 

government itself take on the expenditure? 

 A switch to disbursement through a government budget may increase national ownership and 

perhaps improve the sustainability of the overall system. However, governments face 

considerable demands on their resources, and may meet constraints in their ability to release 

funds quickly. Administrative delays in releasing emergency funds can have a serious impact 

on the effectiveness of the response. How can any delays and/or cuts be minimised? The 

answer depends also on the disbursement mechanism for the specific programme that is used 

in the response to the crisis (eg. whether it can release payments on an ad-hoc basis or only 

quarterly. See also section D5 below).  

 A difficulty with some funding arrangements is that the amount of money needed can vary 

hugely from one year to the next. Some mechanisms require unspent money to be returned 

at the end of a financial year, and this may also have an impact on the size of the budget 

proposed for subsequent years. How will this scenario be avoided? 
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To help address these challenges, important disaster risk financing principles to consider, 

irrespective of whether emergency response is through shock-responsive social protection or other 

channels, are:  

 Financing should be in place before the event of a crisis, so that it can be rapidly mobilised and 

disbursed when needed, and  

 Effective disaster risk financing strategies include multiple financial instruments.  

 

Mobilising sufficient finance to meet the level of funding required is often challenging. Layers of risk 

financing including budgetary instruments, contingent financing, market-based instruments, topped 

up by humanitarian appeals where required, will be necessary (e.g. see World Bank and Asian 

Development Bank, 2017). Selected options that governments can consider for rapid financing 

include: 

 Contingency funds: Funds that can be called upon in an emergency must be accompanied by 

the clear allocation of responsibility for ensuring that they are adequately resourced and for 

disbursing their contents in a time-sensitive manner. In some countries, contingency funds are 

set up but ultimately remain empty. If used for shock-responsive social protection, such funds 

may require additional financing so that the essential response activities that were originally 

expected to be funded through these mechanisms can still go ahead.  

 Contingent credit lines: The release of emergency credit can provide immediate liquidity to 

countries in the aftermath of a disaster, though this has the drawback of adding to debt. World 

Bank Catastrophe Deferred Drawdown Options (Cat DDOs) for example, can be accessed by 

pre-selected countries upon declaration of a state of emergency. Essentially, the Cat DDO 

serves as bridge financing while funds from other sources (e.g. aid, reconstruction loans or 

concessional funding) are mobilised.  

 Disaster insurance: Insurance is one way in which governments can smooth the cost of 

responding to disasters and reduce reliance on emergency appeals. Insurance payouts can be 

linked directly to social protection programmes – for example, governments joining the African 

Risk Capacity (ARC) have to develop a contingency plan showing how they will use the money 

if they receive a payout following a drought.  However, insurance mechanisms are designed to 

respond to exceptional events, not annual food insecurity, meaning that while they may be one 

part of a portfolio of funding mechanisms for use in a crisis, they cannot be the only one.  

Ultimately, it is widely agreed that it is more cost-effective to spend money on averting disasters 

and building resilience than to wait for a crisis and then respond2. 

 

                                                
 
2 See eg. Cabot Venton et al. (2012) and OPM (2016). 

HELP TO FIND THE ANSWER 
 

For a more comprehensive overview of ex-ante versus ex-post disaster risk finance instruments, as 
well as learning more about how to estimate funding gaps, you can read the World Bank and ADB 
‘Guidance Note on Conducting a Disaster Risk Finance Diagnostic’. Other useful tools include: the 
BOOST databases, which facilitates user-friendly access to budget data in about 40 countries as of 
mid-2016 and Climate Public Expenditure and Institutional Reviews (CPEIRs). 
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D2 Targeting 

A core principle of an effective shock-response is to be clear about who needs assistance 
and what support they require. This means making good use of vulnerability assessments 
and needs assessments. Authorities responsible for emergency response have processes for 
deciding where to go and whom to support. An important question, then, is whether the 
social protection sector can contribute an effective alternative or complement to these 
processes from its experience with supporting chronically poor or vulnerable households; 
and what the advantages and challenges might be in different contexts. 

Many tools exist for conducting vulnerability assessments and needs assessments3. These range 

from annual vulnerability assessments, conducted independently of any specific emergency, to 

needs assessments conducted in the immediate aftermath of a rapid-onset crisis such as an 

earthquake. In many of our case study countries, annual vulnerability assessments are conducted 

jointly by government agencies and development and humanitarian partners in relation to slow-

onset food security crises, to determine the severity of food insecurity by geographical area, and to 

estimate roughly how many households need assistance in each area. 

Besides generating information on the nature of support required, these assessments can be used 

to assist targeting of an emergency response. Targeting typically requires agreement on two 

factors: (1) The identification of priority geographical areas for support (perhaps with the exception 

of a generalised economic shock, where a response may be countrywide) (2) The identification of 

specific households or individuals for support in those areas. A wide variety of approaches are 

used by humanitarian and DRM actors to do this in emergency contexts, many involving some 

form of rapid assessment (e.g. to establish extent of ‘damage’) and community-based targeting. 

Social protection programmes may be able to make a relevant contribution to reaching an 

agreement on these factors from two perspectives. First, they may have a useful method for 

identifying needy areas, households and individuals – depending on the underlying policy 

decisions on eligibility criteria for specific programmes. Programmes may select households 

through methods ranging from defining eligible categories, e.g. people of certain age groups or 

people with a disability ('categorical targeting') to consultation with communities about who they 

believe to be the most vulnerable ('community-based targeting'), to collecting socio-economic data 

to estimate how poor the household is (poverty targeting, e.g. through means testing or 'proxy 

means testing', PMT), or a combination. Some types of programmes implicitly define their target 

group, based on their operations: some public works programmes use self-targeting of those 

willing to accept the set wage, while universal school feeding programmes target all of those who 

are in school. Second, they may hold useful data generated from the processes of registration (e.g. 

on all potentially eligible individuals/households) and subsequent enrolment (e.g. on beneficiary 

individuals/households) for specific programmes (see D3).  

To decide whether a social protection programme can make either of these contributions, consider 

the following: 

1. What are the objectives of your emergency response: what kind of needs are you trying to 

meet, for whom, and what impact do you wish to have? What targeting method is likely to 

maximise the impact achieved? 

                                                
 
3 For example, the IFRC 'Cash in Emergencies' toolkit lists about a dozen.   
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2. What targeting approach is acceptable and appropriate, both politically and for 

communities? It is important to be sensitive to the cultural norms of communities in relation to 

the sharing and distribution of assistance. Other factors that might determine the political 

acceptability of a targeting method include its transparency, its accountability to the recipient 

population, and the costs to households of participating. Conflict must also be factored in.  

3. What targeting approach is appropriate for the type of shock, and stage of the response 

(initial stage versus recovery stage)? For example, for longer-term protracted crises more 

precision may be needed, while for short-term response a blanket approach may be more 

appropriate (e.g. allowing for ‘inclusion errors’).   

4. What is affordable, in terms of the method for targeting and also the scale of support that can 

be accommodated? 

5. What approach will guarantee a timely response, especially for rapid-onset disasters? 

6. What targeting method is practical from the point of view of not overburdening the 

administrative capacity?   

Compare the answers to these questions for standalone emergency response targeting processes, 

with emergency response delivered using social protection targeting mechanisms used. Also 

consider combinations of different approaches. By viewing these answers from the lens of what 

counts as an 'efficient, effective and equitable ' intervention (see section B4 for the criteria—

timeliness, sustainability and so forth) you can determine which is most suitable in your context.  

The way that you plan to use any existing social protection programme for shock response, of 

course, has implications for how its targeting method has an impact on your own programme. More 

specifically: 

 If you decide to vertically expand an existing social protection programme, i.e. to give top-ups 

to existing beneficiaries, then by definition you are relying on the same targeting method and 

the same list of beneficiaries as the underlying programme (though potentially only in disaster-

affected geographical areas, and potentially only to a sub-set of the list of beneficiaries).  

 If you decide to horizontally expand an existing social protection programme, i.e. extend it to 

new recipients, then you may be relying on elements of the same targeting method (e.g 

registration data) but selecting a different list of beneficiaries. You will need to select the criteria 

by which you will extend the programme. This might entail, for example: 

 enrolling individuals or households who meet the current eligibility criteria, in the event that 
there has been under-coverage (e.g. owing to budgetary constraints); or 

 enrolling individuals or households who meet the current eligibility criteria but who live in 
areas not yet covered by the programme (and who might eventually be incorporated into 
the core programme); or 

 enrolling those who fall outside the current eligibility criteria, such as those whose incomes 
are above a poverty cut-off, or whose age falls outside the range for an intervention 
targeted categorically by age. This could include enrolling entirely new categories of 
beneficiaries. 

 If you decide to piggyback on an existing beneficiary list then you will have at least some of 

the same beneficiaries as the underlying programme. You may use different eligibility criteria to 

select the subset of them for the emergency support (e.g. restricted geographical area).  

 Alternatively you may piggyback on a wider list of potential beneficiaries (e.g. of 

households that were registered and stored in Social Registries but never enrolled on a 

programme), but may choose to have an entirely different set of eligibility criteria. See section 

D3 on data management for more on this.  
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 If you propose to align your emergency intervention with a prospective or immature social 

protection intervention then you may need to choose a targeting method that is suitable for the 

longer term intervention even if it is not the one that you would prefer for an emergency 

response. Consider the risks of potential negative impact on the outcome of your programme in 

this scenario, if you are not reaching the households you would ideally wish to reach.  

 It may also be possible to tweak the design of the underlying social protection programme so 

that the households and individuals who are supported by the core programme are more likely 

to be those at highest risk of vulnerability to shocks. In some cases, this will include applying 

‘waivers’ to standard programme rules, such as the enforcement of conditionalities. 
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D3 Data management  

Governments and implementing agencies are increasingly exploring whether databases 
that have been compiled for one primary objective—such as storing data about 
beneficiaries of a social assistance programme—can also be used in response to a crisis. 
The usability of these databases is closely associated with the way that beneficiaries of the 
original programme have been registered and targeted. We highlight five issues that you 
should consider when reviewing a database to consider its value in shock response: data 
relevance, completeness, data currency, accessibility and accuracy. 

Social protection programmes that are targeted at specific households or individuals usually store 

information about them on a database. Information about other people—potential future recipients, 

or households who have been assessed but deemed ineligible—is also collected, but not always 

stored and maintained. The distinction between these two types of database—beneficiary 

databases and databases containing information on a wider group of potential beneficiaries (known 

as social registries)—is crucial.  

These existing databases – and their wider information systems – have the potential (subject to the 

challenges below) to improve the efficiency of emergency response by reducing duplication of data 

by multiple agencies; improving timeliness of identification of individuals for assistance (leading to 

timely support if acted on promptly), increasing coverage, and ensuring more predictable support 

for the household (provided they know the circumstances when they will receive it). Existing data 

could also promote better understanding of households’ vulnerability, providing inputs for better 

planning, and could reduce costs of data collection and management, though evidence on this is 

scarce. Whether or not this improves programme impact will depend on the database's ability to 

identify the neediest people in any given shock, compared with alternative data collection 

arrangements delivering separate interventions.  

We note three possibilities (Figure 3). In scenarios a. and b. we do not assume that the existing 

database should be used for targeting: it depends on whether they are an improvement on the 

alternative targeting methods used by humanitarian and DRM actors (see also below). 

Figure 3 Options for reaching households through social protection databases  

Source: OPM. Notes (1) The size of each oval will depend on each country’s circumstances. (2) The ‘National population’ 
oval represents 100% of the population. (3) To keep the figure simple, the red oval exemplifies one programme (e.g. the 
country’s flagship programme with highest coverage), yet most countries have several programme databases, 
sometimes partly overlapping. Databases of contributory programmes are not included here (by research design), but 
also offer potential. 
 

a) Do disaster-affected households closely match those on the beneficiary list of a social 

protection programme? If they do, households may be reached through vertical expansion 
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Legend: 
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piggybacking on the  
beneficiary database) 

b. Households that can be easily 
reached through horizontal 
expansion (or piggybacking 
on the social registry) 

c. Households less easily reached 
through horizontal expansion  
or piggybacking (not covered 
by existing  social protection 
databases) Households potentially 

affected by a shock 
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(top-up) of regular support or by piggybacking on the beneficiary list. Table 4 lists three key 

options for this. 

Table 4 Options for using a beneficiary database in a shock 

Option Implication 

Target all 
beneficiaries 
within the 
selected 
geographical 
area 

This can be pragmatic and improve timeliness in severe shocks where most 
households are likely to have been affected. This was used by the Department 
of Social Welfare and Development and WFP in the Philippines after Typhoon 
Haiyan. It will likely lead to inclusion and exclusion errors* by design. 

Target some  
beneficiaries 

For less severe crises, or where there is variation in impact, you may wish to 
take the list as a start from which household vulnerability is verified. This will 
likely lead to exclusion errors by design*. 

Target no 
beneficiaries 

In some cases beneficiary households have been de-prioritised on the grounds 
that they already receive some help (e.g. during the response to the El Niño 
drought in Mozambique in 2016). This may result from a lack of clear directive 
to agencies as to what to do with the list, leading to discretionary and 
inconsistent decisions (see the Mozambique case study). It will likely lead to 
exclusion errors by design*. 

Source: OPM, 2018, Barca and O’Brien (2017). *Unless complementary efforts are made to reach other affected 
households. 

b) Are disaster-affected households not beneficiaries of a specific programme, but their 

data is in a database of potential beneficiaries e.g. a social registry? If it is, explore the 

feasibility of extending the programme horizontally to new beneficiaries already in the registry, 

or piggybacking on the registry and delivering a separate programme. Table 5 discussed 

options for this. 

 

Table 5 Options for using data on non-beneficiaries in a shock 

Option Implication 

Use variables in the 
social registry to select 
households 

This presupposes that households worst affected by a disaster can be 
identified from existing variables, e.g. their wealth ranking; their 
geolocation (if GPS coordinates are collected and can be overlaid with 
hazard vulnerability maps); or the characteristics of a household member.  

If the criteria, and the circumstances in which they would be used, are 
planned in advance, such an approach would effectively pre-identify a 
cohort of households for assistance, enabling immediate targeting in a 
disaster. Pre-enrolment (e.g. collecting operationally relevant data at 
registration stage) might also be possible as part of preparedness 
planning, and might enable a timely response in the manner of ‘no regrets’. 

Use the records as a 
starting point to obtain 
a list of households, but 
do not target directly 
from the data 

In this event further screening would be applied post-disaster in order to 
identify which households have been worst affected. The use of the 
database as a starting point might enable a more rapid validation process 
than collecting all information from scratch. 

Source: OPM, 2018 and Barca and O’Brien (2017). 
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c) Are disaster-affected households not covered by social protection* databases? 

Horizontal expansion of a programme to reach these households will be harder as no 

information exists. Assess the usefulness of other databases (e.g. national ID) and explore 

potential efficiency gains of linking to the underlying information systems, infrastructure and 

capacity offered by existing social protection databases 

Of course, it is quite likely that the households affected by a shock fall across all of these 

categories. Moreover, the categories are not necessarily this clear-cut as each country runs a wide 

variety of social assistance programmes, each with their own approach to data management and 

varying levels of integration across programmes. Policymakers must decide what approach is most 

cost-effective given their context, including whether to use separate ways of reaching groups a, b 

and c, or whether to deliver a single response that reaches a, b and c at once. 

However you use the data, gaps in coverage and quality mean complementary methods must be 

used to identify other households in need. Since no targeting mechanism is perfect, errors deriving 

from either design or poor implementation will lead to errors of inclusion and exclusion in social 

protection programmes—such that some of those enrolled are not the poorest, whilst some poor 

households are excluded. You will have to ensure that those excluded from a programme, or a 

registry, are not systematically excluded from the shock response. 

What you can do in advance of a shock 

Implementing an effective shock response based on social protection data will require careful 

planning. In particular, you could develop guidelines on: 

 How to better use data for planning purposes as well as targeting; 

 The types of crisis these databases and different targeting systems will be used in. For 

example, in the Philippines, typhoons, El Niño events and earthquakes could lead to the 

prioritisation of different geographical areas and population groups; 

 Who can engage in shock response and how those managing social registries will coordinate 

with social protection institutions, DRM and humanitarian actors; 

 How to use the systems so as to avoid social protection beneficiaries either receiving multiple 

benefits from different actors, or being excluded; and 

 Options for building secure (and respectful of data privacy) two-way information-sharing 

between social protection and humanitarian actors, to help maintain data currency and ensure 

timely response. 

Five dimensions by which to assess if a database is useful4 

There are five key dimensions of social protection data (and related information systems) that 

enhance or limit their potential use in emergencies: Data relevance; Completeness (coverage); 

Data currency; Accessibility; Accuracy. Table 6 explains what you need to consider for each of 

these.   

                                                
 
4 The issues in this subsection are discussed fully in the policy brief on information systems that accompanies this report 
(Barca and O’Brien, 2017). 
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Table 6 Five dimensions by which to assess if a social protection* database is useful 

Dimension What to look out for when considering their use in a crisis 

Relevance: 
does it contain 
the right 
variables? 

 Are the indicators that determine eligibility of households for routine social protection programmes suited for identifying households 
vulnerable to disasters? Note this will vary depending on the underlying approach to targeting, partly as different programmes have 
different data requirements. For example universal social pension requires less information than a poverty-targeted grant, while self-
targeted programmes such as public works can require even less. 

 Does the database contain any data on climatic vulnerability? Information on dietary diversity (etc) change too quickly to be of use except 
at the moment of collection – these will always need to be collected at the time of the shock.  

 Is data on non-beneficiaries adequately stored and maintained? If so, does it include operationally relevant information: recipient details, 
full address, GIS reference, contact number, bank account number, biometric data, etc? 

Completeness: 
Does it contain 
data on all 
people / 
households in 
the affected 
area or in 
need? 

 What percentage of population is covered within existing databases, nationally and in affected areas? A database will be best placed to 
assist an emergency response if a large proportion of those in need are included. Of course, this can also be achieved via several 
databases. 

o Do beneficiary databases only cover a subset of the population in any given area (e.g. the ‘poor’, older people, children, etc.)? Who? 
Are they also targeted geographically? How? 

o Is there a social registry serving several social protection programmes? Who is excluded from it and why?  

o What other databases created for uses other than non-contributory social protection are available—including, potentially, a country’s 
contributory social protection databases, national ID database or its civil registry? 

Data currency: 
Is the 
information up 
to date? 

 To what extent do the data reflect households' circumstances at the required point in time? It is impossible for standard social protection 
data to reflect reality after a disaster, meaning some post-disaster revalidation is always required.  

 How out of date is the data and why? E.g. Data collection: mass 'census survey' every few years or continual on demand registration by 
individuals or households? Who updates the information and how are updates shared? Note: Beneficiary databases tend to be more up to 
date than databases containing potential beneficiaries, as beneficiary data is used and updated on an ongoing basis.  

 To what extent is household well-being affected by the shock? For example, conflict and many natural shocks may cause widespread 
internal displacement, split up households and significantly change their material circumstances.  

Accessibility: 
Can the 
information be 
accessed by 
the people who 
need it? 

 Who are the users (e.g. national government versus decentralised government versus non-government agencies) and what protocols and 
authorisation levels are in place for data sharing with each of them? 

 Is data maintained and stored digitally? What type of data interface (e.g. web service) is used for sharing data? 

 What capacity and infrastructure is there in terms of (i) human resources to use the database (ii) availability of computers (iii) availability of 
electricity and network connection? 

 What provisions are there for data security and privacy? 

Accuracy: Is it 
free of errors? 

 Is the data free of mistakes and omissions (to the extent possible)? This affects the confidence that can be placed in the data, its wider 
credibility and ultimately its usability. Perceived accuracy also depends on where data is housed and who has oversight over its quality.  

Source: Source: OPM, 2018 and Barca and O’Brien (2017). *In this table, the term ‘social protection’ refers to non-contributory social protection.
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D4 Transfer values 

Humanitarian interventions aim to ensure that those affected by crises receive assistance 
that meets their needs. The increasing frequency and severity of crises, and shortfalls in 
funding, necessitate inevitable trade-offs between scale and value—supporting all those in 
need with less, or providing adequate assistance to fewer people. The value of 
humanitarian assistance is increasingly debated as aid becomes monetised—households 
are increasingly likely to receive emergency relief in cash rather than being given food or 
other goods—and through use of multisectoral grants, which enable them to spend the 
cash on whatever they feel is most appropriate (which might be eg. education, health or 
shelter, besides food). This is highlighting the need for strong coordination and 
harmonisation of transfer values across the response, and an awareness of the different 
objectives of different schemes which can justify variations in amounts provided. 

It can be challenging to harmonise transfer values between interventions delivered through 

national social protection programmes and systems, and those implemented separately by 

humanitarian actors. For example, with a focus on cash assistance: 

 If you decide to vertically expand an existing social protection programme, i.e. to give top-ups 

to existing beneficiaries, you must decide whether either the top-up alone, or the total value 

including the original support should reflect what other households are being provided through 

separate emergency interventions. 

 If you decide to horizontally expand an existing social protection programme, i.e. extend it to 

new recipients, then the rationale underpinning the choice of a transfer value should be clear. 

 If you decide to piggyback on a component of a programme (e.g. by paying into bank 

accounts or adding a new benefit onto a payment card launched by a different intervention), 

but you deliver assistance of some other value, you need to be sure that households are 

absolutely clear why the value is different to what they or others might be receiving under the 

core intervention.  

The following should be considered when setting a transfer value for emergency assistance 

delivered through a social assistance programme: 

1. How to maintain the value of the routine social protection transfer in the event of a 

shock?  This will be particularly the case for cash transfers, if there is a shock that affects 

prices (food, fuel, other). Tools for market analysis adopted by humanitarian actors may prove 

useful for this (see e.g. Table 15). 

2. What humanitarian needs form the basis of the calculation? Agencies must first define 

which needs a response aims to meet: food security, other basic needs, rent, livelihoods 

recovery etc. Transfers in the form of food will mainly help meet food security needs (if the 

recipient consumes rather than sells it) whereas cash can potentially meet a range of needs. 

The sequencing of needs, and the value and frequency of transfers, will vary.  

Findings from the Philippines and Pakistan suggest that, in a rapid-onset disaster such as an 

earthquake or cyclone, it may be quicker and easier to manage a response that focuses on 

basic food and non-food needs that are best supported by regular, recurrent transfers that can 

be easily standardised—certainly in the early response phase. More specific needs could be 

factored in during a recovery phase, though this adds a layer of complexity to programme 

administration since transfer values will vary over time and between households. 

3. How will the transfer value be calculated, and what trade-offs may be needed? If the 

emergency assistance is intended to fulfil humanitarian objectives for a portion of the caseload 
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then transfer values must be based on a calculation of humanitarian needs. However, there are 

trade-offs. The first is between scale and value, driven by funding limitations—whether to meet 

some needs of many affected households, or the full needs of fewer. A further trade-off, more 

likely on a programme linking to national social protection, is between securing adequate value 

and securing political support. In Lesotho, there was some political resistance to temporarily 

topping up the Child Grant Programme owing to concerns about its impact on popular support 

for the transfer value of the core programme.  

Considering transfer values as part of preparedness planning where possible is important, so 

that values can easily be computed post-disaster. It is also important to pay the same attention 

to the ability of the market to absorb additional cash assistance when delivered through a 

social protection programme as one would if it was a separate emergency response. 

4. How to coordinate with other humanitarian interventions? It is recognised good practice to 

harmonise transfer values and agree standards for humanitarian assistance across agencies. 

Therefore it is important that humanitarian transfers delivered through social protection 

systems are aligned with those delivered through parallel interventions – or at least that the 

rationale for the choice of any given transfer level is clearly stated and widely shared. In both 

the Philippines and Lesotho, variations in transfer values between standalone humanitarian 

responses and the top-ups to social protection beneficiaries risked confusion and 

disappointment. The development of common transfer guidelines for government and aid 

agencies in Philippines and Lesotho subsequently supported greater harmonisation. If going 

through a social protection system means lowering the support people receive compared with 

what they would have received under a standalone response, there is a danger of 

compromising the appropriateness of the support. 

5. What is the scope for varying the transfer value delivered through national systems, 

particularly in an emergency context? Transfer values that are more closely aligned with a 

household’s real needs—which vary, for example, according to the size of the household, 

location, or phase of the response—will be more effective. However, this adds a layer of 

complexity to programme administration (communication and delivery).  Actors must consider 

whether the national systems have capacity to deal with these complexities effectively, in a 

timely fashion. If not, then a standard transfer value to allow delivery at scale and speed may 

be more useful. 

These decisions will form part of a 'response analysis', alongside other activities such as a market 
assessment.  
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D5 Payment / distribution modality 

Social assistance may entail the provision of cash, vouchers or in-kind assistance to 
households, among other instruments. These require a delivery system for getting them to 
their intended beneficiaries. The system may vary from staff travelling to communities 
distributing physical cash or goods, to payment service providers such as post offices 
disbursing cash over the counter, to electronic mechanisms such as transfers by mobile 
phone or directly into bank accounts. Each combination of instrument (e.g. cash / 
voucher), disbursement device (e.g. phone, ATM), service provider (e.g. post office, bank, 
shop) and contracting arrangement (in-house or contracted out) has implications for its 
appropriateness, accessibility, robustness, degree of integration and cost, even in non-
crisis times, and more so when there is disruption due to a disaster. 

Think about your proposed payment / distribution modality in relation to the crisis scenarios in your 

context. Conflict and rapid-onset natural catastrophes can disrupt systems, damage infrastructure 

and displace people and businesses. A slow-onset crisis such as a drought may cause less 

damage to infrastructure but may affect population movements. What will happen to your existing 

payment modalities in those contexts, and how can you mitigate the impact? There are three key 

issues: 

1. How can you best maintain the delivery of the routine social protection intervention in the event 

of a shock?  

2. How can you make sure that any emergency assistance channelled through the same system 

neither compounds the burden on the routine intervention, nor suffers the same disruption?  

3. If emergency assistance is delivered through a different system, will this create any 

unacceptable differences between the support offered to routine social protection and 

emergency beneficiaries? 

The Inter-Agency Social Protection Assessment (ISPA) tool on 'What matters' in social protection 

payment delivery mechanisms provides a comprehensive framework for analysing these issues. 

Using that framework, we recommend that you consider the impact of a crisis across the three 

main dimensions it identifies, together with a fourth focusing on cost:  

 accessibility: for payment beneficiaries; 

 robustness: designing and implementing a payment mechanism that can be depended on 

to reliably deliver transfers on a regular basis to the correct recipient; 

 integration: the extent to which the program is taking advantage of economies of scale by 

coordinating across the sector. This includes integrating the beneficiary into the financial 

system (financial inclusion) and, for policy makers, ensuring ease of payment across a 

variety of programs seeking to deliver cash transfers; 

 cost (and cost efficiency) of delivery: direct costs of the payment mechanism and 

effectiveness in achieving intended outcomes. 

In Table 7 and Box 1 we provide you with some questions and observations to think through.  
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Table 7 Considerations in ensuring accessibility, robustness, integration and cost-efficiency of the distribution mechanism 

Element 
Considerations for delivery mechanisms in a crisis context 

Maintaining routine service delivery Incorporating emergency response 

Accessibility 

Cost of access 

 Will the crisis increase distance that beneficiaries must 
travel to the nearest distribution point (e.g. if some 
distributors close down)? 

 Does this have financial implications for the beneficiary (e.g. 
transport)? 

 If the same service provider is used for emergency response (either 
through piggybacking on the mechanism, or through horizontal 
expansion of the routine programme), will this increase congestion at 
the service provider, e.g. through longer queues? 

 If existing beneficiaries are given top-ups, will they incur any additional 
charges in accessing support (e.g. by exceeding thresholds for number 
of free withdrawals)? 

Appropriateness 

 Is the technology appropriate in a crisis? For example, if it 
relies on the use of a phone network, what will happen if the 
network is disrupted? 

 Is there flexibility as to when and how beneficiaries can 
collect their assistance, and how much they can collect? 

 If implementers piggyback or horizontally expand on the delivery 
system to provide new support for households who haven't previously 
received it, will they be familiar with any technology?  

 Will new beneficiaries receive training on how to access their support?  

 Is any emergency response likely to place too much strain on the 
delivery mechanism, e.g. causing liquidity problems (payment 
providers running out of cash)? 

Rights / dignity 

 Is the crisis likely to cause the exclusion of existing 
beneficiaries? For example, will people with disabilities still 
be able to reach the distribution point? What will happen if 
people lose their ID cards or programme cards (e.g. on 
account of losing their home, or displacement)? 

 Similarly to the maintenance of routine service delivery (see left): Who 
might be excluded by the use of the distribution mechanism? 

 If humanitarian assistance is delivered through a different system to 
the routine social protection, is this likely to cause any stigmatisation or 
exclusion of one group or the other? 

Robustness 

Reliability 
 How is the predictability of the disbursement date and 

frequency likely to be affected by a crisis? 

 If vertically or horizontally expanding, or piggybacking on an existing 
payment modality, what is the payment frequency? Is this appropriate 
in a crisis context (e.g. does it require beneficiaries to wait three 
months for the next disbursement, and is this problematic)?  

 Can the payment frequency be adjusted, e.g. through extra payments 
outside the usual schedule? What needs to be in place to do this? 

 Electronic payment channels may have the potential to vary the 
frequency of transfers according to changing needs. However, they are 
primarily an advantage only in schemes where beneficiaries tend to 
store and use the money electronically; if beneficiaries prefer to 
withdraw it in cash then the usual requirements for liquidity still apply. 
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Governance 
 Are there clear procedures and policies that include 

contingency planning for maintenance of service delivery in 
a crisis? 

 Are there clear procedures for introducing variations to the delivery 
system (e.g. through protocols with payment providers to provide 
support to additional beneficiaries or different payment schedules)? 

 Is there a risk that service providers will be distracted from the routine 
social protection intervention while handling the emergency? How can 
this be mitigated? 

 If more staff are required (e.g. for manual distribution of assistance), 
how will this be funded and obtained (surge capacity)? 

Security 

 Is there an increased risk that recipients will not receive the 
full amount due, or greater risk of theft, in a crisis context? 
How can this be mitigated? 

 Is there flexibility in authentication arrangements  (e.g. 
waiving of ID card requirements—see 'Rights / dignity')? 

 Are certain payment providers more secure than others in terms of 
maintaining privacy of the personal data of recipients of emergency 
support (especially in a conflict situation)? 

Integration 

Financial 
inclusion 

 If the routine programme has financial inclusion objectives, 
e.g. by channelling recipients' support through regular bank 
accounts, is this likely to have any adverse consequences 
in the event of a crisis? How can this be mitigated? 

 Is a crisis an appropriate time to be introducing payment modalities 
that promote financial inclusion, or are other modalities more suitable?  

Coordination 

 If the payment provider is already used by multiple 
programmes, are there any implications for one intervention 
if another intervention faces disruption? 

 Training or guidance for programme staff and any payment 
providers on recovering operations following disasters will 
better ensure continuity 

 Does the service provider wish to be contracted for emergency as well 
as routine support?  

 Are they likely to increase the commission charged for cash transfers 
on account of the extra inconvenience of an increased caseload (as 
was the case for money transfer agents in Somalia during the 2011-12 
crisis)? 

Cost-efficiency 

Cost-efficiency  How will running costs be affected in a crisis situation? 

 Some payment mechanisms have high set-up costs (especially 
electronic systems). Does the duration of the response justify their use, 
if they are set up specifically for the crisis?  

 Others typically have high running costs (e.g. manual distribution of 
cash). How does the duration and geographical spread of the 
response affect these costs? 

Source: OPM, based on ISPA  
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Box 1 Example: Adapting the payment modality after a typhoon in the Philippines 

 

In the Philippines, the payment of the Pantawid cash transfer to households was disrupted by Typhoon Haiyan in 2013. Adjustments were made to 
restore the functioning of the routine intervention. Pantawid's delivery systems were also used to provide emergency top-ups (vertical expansion) to 
several thousand households. The implications for the delivery system were as follows: 

Element Maintaining routine service delivery Incorporating emergency response 

Appropriateness 

 Power outages prevented the use of e-payment channels for 
several weeks. Households who usually received payments 
electronically were allowed to collect them over the counter 
instead while awaiting a replacement cash card (which took up to 
several months, despite quick revalidation efforts) 

 Three mobile ATMs were introduced to help disburse cash card 
payments, although this was delayed so only partially effective 

 

Reliability  

 Rather than waiting for the next bi-monthly payment, the top-ups 
were issued separately 

 Additional commission was agreed with payment providers to 
deliver the extra rounds of transfer  

 Obtaining additional physical cash was a challenge in remote 
areas 

Governance 

 Government drafted in staff from non-affected regions to help 
social welfare officers conduct a rapid validation exercise, 
locating beneficiaries and cross-checking answers to questions 
against the beneficiary roster, then issuing temporary ID cards 

 Cash top-ups to beneficiaries added to the workload of service 
providers. 

 The unexpected increase in the number of payments (monthly 
rather than bi- monthly transfers) strained capacity, in some cases 
leading to missed routine payment dates. 

Security 

 Many Pantawid beneficiaries lost their ID and ATM cards 

 The Central Bank relaxed national financial regulations, such as 
'know-your- customer' requirements, acknowledging that many 
households had lost their identity cards 

 Overall, lack of clarity on financial reporting procedures (e.g. from 
government to supporting organisations) 

Source: Smith et al. (2017) 
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D6  Coordination 

In many countries, collaboration between the social protection, DRM and humanitarian 
sectors is limited which creates challenges for the effective implementation of shock-
responsive social protection. To improve coordination, attention needs to be paid to (i) 
improving understanding of one another’s fields; (ii) strengthening engagement between 
the sectors in both policy and practice; and (iii) strengthening coordination between 
programmes and between delivery systems. DRM programmes and delivery systems are 
particularly underutilised and can offer potential for improved effectiveness in relation to 
shock-responsiveness. 

Key areas for strengthening coordination 

Although social protection, humanitarian and DRM actors are increasingly working together, 

coordination can be challenging. For shock-responsive social protection, the ideal scenario is that 

a coordinated social protection sector feeds into a disaster management platform that coordinates 

a response. However, in many countries this does not happen, in part because of challenges 

arising from the multi-sectoral nature of the sectors and differing levels of maturity.  

Coordination and collaboration needs to be strengthened in three key ways: 

1. Improve understanding of one another's fields. 

2. Strengthen engagement between sectors—in policy and practice. 

3. Strengthen coordination between programmes and between delivery systems. 

1.  Improve understanding of one another’s fields 

Definitions of and principles underlying ‘social protection’, ‘DRM’ and ‘humanitarian’ work are often 

not widely understood between the three sectors. In fact, both social protection and DRM have 

long been conceived of in similar cycles, revealing multiple entry-points for joint thinking and 

working. As shown in Figure 4 below, both sectors aim to prevent shocks, reduce negative impacts 

if a shock occurs, support affected households and communities, and invest in measures that 

lessen the impact of any future shocks. 

Figure 4 Analytical frameworks for DRM and social protection 

 

Source: Authors. Note: The DRM cycle consists of five components in relation to disasters: Prevention, Mitigation, 
Preparedness, Response and Recovery. A commonly used social protection framework conceives of the sector as 
comprising Protective, Preventive, Promotive and Transformative functions (Devereux and Sabates Wheeler, 2004). 
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Ideas of how to improve in this area: 

 Undertake targeted initiatives to train stakeholders in the basic principles of social protection, 

humanitarian work and DRM. 

 Promote national and sub-national reflection on broader institutional links with social protection 

through the full DRM cycle (prevention, mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery). 

2.  Strengthening engagement between sectors  

When thinking about how to strengthen coordination across the different sectors, you have to plan 

and act at different levels. Coordination is needed at the national level, between sectors, but also 

within and between their representatives at subnational and community levels. This coordination 

can either be at an institutional level (i.e. policies and governance arrangements) or an 

organisational level (e.g. activities).  

Coordination at an institutional level 

A starting point for improved institutional coordination is to improve coherence within each sector 

individually. The more each sector is aligned within itself, the easier cross-sector collaboration 

becomes. This is particularly challenging for social protection and DRM as they both have a wide-

ranging scope and funding and are sometimes spread across many different ministries.  

Ideas of how to improve in this area: 

 Work to improve individual sectoral coherence, for example through national and sub-national 

strategies that other actors can align behind  

 Pay attention to intersectoral policy coherence: joint policies, strategies and/or frameworks that 

clearly set out the synergies and overlaps between the sectors and are developed together. 

Coordination at an organisational level 

Organisational coordination needs to be deliberately planned and built within and across sectors. 

Without formal coordination, there is a risk of policy agendas and programmes overlapping with or 

competing with each other. The presence and effectiveness of coordination bodies for strategic 

oversight and information exchange differs dramatically between countries. Examples of 

coordination structures include: 

 Forums for data collection and analysis 

 Technical working groups on specific themes (e.g. shock-responsive social protection) 

 Cash working groups to coordinate cash assistance in emergencies 

 Disaster response groups 

 Alliances for advocacy and policy coordination 

 Temporary committees 

 Periodic conferences 

Ideas of how to improve in this area: 

 Consider creating and activating some of the forums and structures listed above to facilitate 

information exchange and strategic coordination. More than one type is likely to be necessary, 

but beware of overlap and meeting fatigue. 
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 Ensure these groups have wide membership drawn from multiple sectors, agencies and 

government ministries / departments. Consider rotating the chair position between 

organisations. 

 Strengthen Cash Working Groups in contexts where cash is becoming a significant feature of 

both long term social protection and emergency response. This could include joint planning 

exercises, shared lessons on design and implementation features and joint capacity building.  

3. Strengthen coordination between programmes and systems 

Shock-responsive social protection will only ever be a partial solution for responding to 

emergencies, and so many separate emergency interventions will need to be effectively 

coordinated to avoid duplication. Agreement will be required on many different design and 

implementation details. There is an opportunity to streamline processes, for example for enrolling 

households, distributing support or communicating why there are differences. Section D8 also sets 

out the importance of coordinating M&E approaches between different programmes in a particular 

country, in order to measure them consistently and inform future decisions on effectiveness.  

Some stakeholders engaging in shock-responsive social protection become preoccupied with 

avoiding duplication of specific households included in emergency and routine social protection 

responses. This is not really an issue and social protection programme beneficiaries should not 

automatically be deliberately excluded from emergency response programmes as a) the value of 

humanitarian assistance can be significantly higher than the value of regular social assistance 

transfers; b) households affected by shocks may have lost other sources of food and income, in 

which case they will have additional needs as a result of the shock.  

In most countries, the DRM sector is not well coordinated with the social protection and 

humanitarian sectors. This often results in missed opportunities.  The DRM sector often has 

numerous delivery systems and programmes that could be utilised to support the social protection 

and / or humanitarian sectors to improve shock-responsiveness. Some examples are included in 

the table below. Some relate specifically to DRM engagement with shock-responsive social 

protection programmes and some to social protection more broadly; collaboration between the 

sectors is likely to lead to a more conducive environment for shock-responsiveness. 
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Table 8 Opportunities for collaboration between DRM and social protection 

Element of 
DRM cycle 

Typical DRM programmes and 
systems 

Opportunities for collaboration with social protection 
P

re
v

e
n

ti
o

n
 a

n
d

 

m
it

ig
a

ti
o

n
 

Programmes to reduce 
vulnerability to disasters 

Given that reducing poverty and vulnerability is both an underlying driver of disaster resilience and a focus of social protection 
efforts, there is great potential for collaboration and mutual learning. 

'DRM mainstreaming' efforts  
DRM mainstreaming efforts—linking in with development plans, cross-sectoral strategies, committees, forums etc. at all 
levels—provide an opportunity for social protection and DRM staff to work together 

Community-based prevention 
programmes 

'Cash plus’ programmes may contribute to disaster prevention and mitigation through the additional elements, e.g. by 
distributing drought-resilient seeds or training on flood-mitigating farming techniques. 

Resettlement or adaptive 
livelihoods programmes 

Political economy analysis would be necessary to fully understand how social protection could contribute to incentivising 
change and what obstacles exist 

P
re

p
a

re
d

n
e
s

s
 

Disaster risk financing 
mechanisms 

Mechanisms such as contingency funds and sovereign risk insurance schemes could be linked to social protection 
interventions 

DRR contingency plans  
Could incorporate any expected expansion of social protection programmes following a shock. We found several examples of 
joint working between DRM and social protection on this 

Early warning systems and 
criteria for levels of alert 

These systems should trigger action before an emergency to reduce losses. Data can be used to achieve consensus on the 
approach and/or extent of a crisis, and trigger finance for social protection response 

Vulnerability, risk and hazard 
assessments  

Assessments can be used not just to design responses, but to shape the targeting of social protection programmes to make 
them more shock-responsive (design tweaks).  

Public information systems  
Awareness-raising mechanisms and emergency communication systems, including disaster warning alert apps on mobile 
phones, could explain to beneficiaries their entitlements under expanded social protection programmes  

R
e

s
p

o
n

s
e
 

Provision of cash and in-kind 
emergency transfers 

Shared modalities, programmes and systems. This was the area of greatest collaboration between the sectors across the case 
studies, although shared approaches did not guarantee coordination in many places 

Post-disaster needs / damage / 
loss assessments  

Post-disaster assessments may be useful for targeting social protection programmes, depending on the speed with which they 
can be conducted and the content 

R
e
c

o
v

e
ry

 

Reconstruction programmes 
(‘build back better’ approach) 

In theory, public works programmes could be used for reconstruction activities such as rebuilding infrastructure.  However, this 
requires technical expertise, machinery, skills and resources that are generally not present 

Post-disaster rebuilding of 
livelihoods 

Many ways in which these programmes could be linked to social protection, e.g. through in-kind transfers linked to livelihood 
development e.g. tool distribution  

G
e

n
e

ra
l DRM committees at regional, 

local and community levels 
DRM committees may be able to play an important role in supporting planning, targeting and the implementation of social 
protection initiatives. 

Institutional and organisational 
framework  

The DRM institutional framework—laws, policies, codes etc.—could formally incorporate attention to social protection. There 
should be opportunities to bring social protection and DRM professionals together. 

Source: O’Brien et al. (2018).  
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D7 Communication 

Strong communication with communities is important when humanitarian assistance is 
delivered through national social protection programmes, and particularly when there are 
multiple delivery channels. Adaptations to routine social protection programmes and 
humanitarian assistance provided using social protection channels may not be well 
understood by communities which can create frustration, feelings of inequity and 
misinformation which can ultimately result in individuals not knowing whether they are 
eligible for support and can affect trust.  

If social protection systems and programmes are used for shock-response, you must take 

considerable care to ensure the following points are communicated effectively to both beneficiaries 

and non-beneficiaries: 

1. Decisions on targeting: Who is included and excluded, and why. Will existing beneficiaries 

receive extra support?  

2. Explanations of the type and value of the support: What it is based on, why this differs from 

the type and value of social protection in normal times, or other parallel humanitarian 

assistance, or both.  

3. Duration of support. For how long households will receive support, if additional assistance is 

temporarily provided, and how the exit process will work. 

4. How to request further information, complain or query any decisions: Grievance 

mechanisms are an important part of enabling two-way communication within shock-responsive 

social protection, particularly where personal data are used for targeting. Having an effective 

grievance redress system can reduce errors and improve understanding of the intervention. 

Misunderstandings around these key points can have further reaching, long term and political 

ramifications. Any dissatisfaction with the emergency response may be directed not only towards 

its implementers but also towards the incumbent government, if they are not delivering. Social 

protection programmes are understood by citizens to be reaching particular groups of people, with 

particular amounts (if programme communication has been successful). Providing additional 

payments to beneficiaries (or to some beneficiaries), or including households who do not fit the 

targeting criteria, without clear explanation may create tensions or undermine public support for the 

long term programme.  

If you are an implementer of a social protection intervention or humanitarian assistance for 

households, you can consider using the communication routes available via the DRM architecture 

when engaging in shock-response, beyond those that you regularly use. These might include, for 

example: 

 SMS / texting, social media and mobile phone apps 

 DRM city / village committees, forums and response teams 

 DRM information networks  

 DRM training sessions, simulations, workshops 

 Traditional media—radio, emergency broadcasts 
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D8 M&E 

Good monitoring and evaluation of shock-responsive social protection can be made 
through the careful selection of appropriate and robust indicators, with consideration of 
harmonising indicators across interventions and sectors (social protection, DRM and 
humanitarian). This section sets out some principles for developing and selecting 
appropriate indicators to measure the performance of shock-responsive programmes as 
well as indicators to measure progress in developing shock-responsive systems.  

Problems with current approaches 

Monitoring frameworks suffer from similar problems: 

 an over-emphasis on inputs and outputs, with less attention paid to outcomes and impact 

 poor quality data  

 lack of coherence or shared indicators across actors, programmes and sectors5. 

Most importantly, there are no established indicators that are consistently applied to measure the 

efficiency and effectiveness of using social protection to respond to shocks, nor standard indicators 

consistently applied to DRM and humanitarian response. It is therefore very difficult to compare 

emergency support delivered through separate humanitarian or DRM responses with support 

delivered through social protection programmes and systems.  

Improving indicators for shock-responsive social protection 

For routine monitoring, social protection programmes typically collect data on inputs and outputs 

(e.g. measuring the resources needed to implement the programmes, and its immediate outputs).  

This information tends to be the easiest to collect and measure, and more frequently available. 

However, it is also important to collect information on outcomes and impacts in order to ensure that 

the programme is meeting its agreed objectives. Programmes will benefit most from having agreed 

indicators across the different stages outlined in Table 9 below. 

In attempting to measure the performance of social protection systems in responding to shocks, 

you can consider four different categories, covering measurement of processes and systems, 

outcomes and impacts: 

1. Indicators focused on the activities and effectiveness of the routine social protection 

programme in building household resilience by reducing vulnerability to shocks (for 

example through continued protection of household income or preventing households from 

falling further into poverty as a result of a shock). 

2. Indicators focused on measuring a routine social protection programmes’ ability to 

withstand shocks and continue operations in the context of a crisis.  

3. Indicators focused on the effects of the shock-responsive component. This might be e.g. 

the flexible use of social protection to enable households to secure their needs when a shock 

                                                
 
5 See McCord, A., Holmes, R. and Harman, L. (2017), 'Indicators to measure social protection performance: 

Implications for EC programming. Concept Paper N° 5 Tools and Methods Series', European Union. 



Shock Responsive Social Protection Research: Toolkit 

49 
 

occurs. These indicators can be used to measure and compare emergency responses through 

social protection programmes and systems, and traditional emergency response. 

4. Indicators focused on coordination, integration and / or harmonisation of social protection, 

humanitarian and DRM actors and interventions to better prepare for, respond to and facilitate 

recovery from shocks.  

Table 9 Types of indicator 

Indicator type Explanation 

Input  
The financial, human, material, administrative and regulatory resources used by the 
programme 

Process 

The activities that turn inputs into outputs. For shock-responsive social protection 
these are likely to relate to: 

 Developing system components / policies / legislation (e.g. registry 
databases, targeting mechanisms, payment systems) 

 Planning and preparedness (e.g. contingency plans and funds in place) 

 Creation of partnerships and coordination   

Output 

The outputs delivered by a programme. For shock-responsive social protection 
these are likely to relate to e.g.: 

 The number of beneficiaries receiving assistance  

 The timeliness (speed) of the response  

Outcome 

The direct benefits of the programme or short-term changes as a result of the 
programme. For shock-responsive social protection these are likely to relate to: 

 Programme coverage  

 Targeting effectiveness and equity  

 The effectiveness and adequacy of benefits in improving beneficiaries’ 
circumstances  

Impact 
Broad changes to wellbeing, vulnerability or resilience. This is usually assessed as 
part of an independent evaluation rather than as part of routine monitoring. 

Source: authors. Note that the timeframe for using different indicators will vary. E.g., input indicators can be considered 
at the beginning of the response whereas impact indicators will be considered once a response is underway. 

Existing guidance for measuring the achievements of social protection, DRM and humanitarian 

response programmes may be of use here, if tailored to the context of shock-responsive social 

protection. These include DFID's guidance notes on measuring value for money in social transfers, 

in social protection systems, in humanitarian programming and cash transfers in emergencies, and 

the OECD-DAC criteria for evaluating development programmes and humanitarian assistance. 

Some examples of topics that might be covered by potential indicators are presented in Table 10. 
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Table 10 Example of topics that might be covered by shock-responsive social protection indicators 

Indicator 
type 

Monitoring how routine social protection 
copes in a shock 

Monitoring the shock-responsive component Coordination 

Input 
 Costs, time and human resource inputs 

to the routine programme 

 % of funding that is multi-year  

 Costs, time and human resource inputs to the 
shock-responsive component 

 Contingency funding agreed and in place 

 Costs, time and human resource inputs 
coming from other sectors / ministries 

 Integration of social protection in 
disaster insurance payout plans 

Process 
 Plans completed for continuing 

operations in the event of a shock  

 Development of social registry  

 No. of quality plans and procedures in place for 
shock-responsive component 

 Completion of activities related to building 
capacity of delivery infrastructure to absorb 
increased workload (e.g. no. of payment service 
providers able to make additional payments)  

 Key operational systems developed for accessing 
and using contingency funds and insurance 
payouts 

 Links developed with early warning 
systems 

 Examples of data sharing on 
vulnerability 

 Signed memorandums of understanding 
and action plans in place between 
different actors 

Output 

 No. of programmes operating in areas at 
risk of shock 

 No. of beneficiaries continuing to be 
supported throughout shock  

 Amount and regularity of transfers 
delivered throughout shock 

 No. of disaster-affected people reached with 
additional support 

 No. of households / individuals receiving support 
within x days / weeks (after a specified date) 

 % of clients receiving additional support within x 
days 

 Examples of shared systems and 
operations 

Outcome 

 % of beneficiary households reporting 
improved livelihoods, reduced negative 
coping strategies, improved consumption 

 Levels of self-reported food insecurity 

 Assessment of whether households are 
better able to meet daily needs, impact 
on savings 

 Indicators as for recipients of routine social 
protection (see left), but relating to those receiving 
support because of the shock 

 Evidence of improvement in comparison to 
emergency response e.g. (% increase in 
coverage, cost saved, days saved, increase in 
transfer value etc.).   

 Money saved through shared systems 
or economies of scale (e.g. through 
eliminating duplication of data 
collection)  

Impact 

 Evidence of poverty reduction amongst 
beneficiaries, livelihood diversification, 
improved savings and value of 
household assets 

 Evidence of improved dietary diversity and child 
nutrition amongst beneficiaries, value of 
household assets maintained 

 Evidence that systems for improved 
working across sectors have been 
institutionalised (e.g. joint strategies 
developed and routinely implemented) 

Source: Authors. Note: These are not specific indicators (which would need to be specific, measurable, timebound etc.) but rather themes that might be covered. 
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Considerations when choosing indicators 

Indicators should be chosen that are context-specific and that are suitable given the existing data 

availability and monitoring activities. Indicators should relate to the overall objectives of the 

programme, or differentiate between the routine programme and the shock-responsive element. In 

situations where a long-term programme is being scaled up, or a system is being piggybacked on, 

it makes sense to integrate the systems and processes for monitoring the shock-responsive 

element with the M&E of the long-term programme if possible, while making sure that the two 

elements can be distinguished in the data. 

There are numerous guidelines to support the development of measurable indicators including 

RACER: Relevant, Acceptable, Credible, Easy and Robust (EC, 2012); SMART: Specific, 

Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-limited; and CREAM: Clear, Relevant, Economic, 

Adequate and Monitorable (McCord et al., 2017). Some of the indicators currently used by scaled 

up social protection programmes are not very measurable, for example “use of adequate targeting 

system to identify the right beneficiaries” or a “a system for scaling up”. It is much better to specify 

a timeframe, number, percentage or completion of a particular milestone.   

Whilst it is not possible that all programmes can use exactly the same indicators, ideally actors 

responding to the same shocks in a particular country would harmonise their frameworks and use 

comparative indicators as much as possible. If the social protection and humanitarian sectors in a 

country can start to use comparable indicators then it will become much easier to identify whether 

and how shock-responsive social protection has been able to improve on other emergency 

responses. Box 2 provides considerations when selecting indicators to be used for measuring the 

performance of shock-responsive social protection. 

Box 2 Considerations when selecting social protection indicators 

 

A checklist of key questions to be considered in relation to the type of indicators to select are: 

 How many indicators are desirable for a policy or programme (taking into consideration the 
size of the programme)? 

 What types of indicators are already used or omitted and are necessary for appraising 
performance (input, output, outcome, impact)? 

 What is the rationale behind using the existing indicators? 

 Do these indicators collect an appropriate range of preparedness and shock response 
outcomes and impacts? 

 What indicators can be used to assess the quantity of response provided? 

 What indicators can be used to measure the quality of response? 

 What types of benchmarks are used to measure the quantity and quality of preparedness and 
shock response (both processes and provision) (e.g. objective, time-based, comparative 
national or international)?  

 Are composite indicators used and if so are the results useful or meaningful for appraising 
performance?  

 Do indicators create perverse monitoring incentives? 

 Are targets disaggregated by, for example, sex, disability, geography? 

Source: adapted from McCord et al., 2017 
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SECTION E EXPERIENCE 

This section provides a reference to selected recent examples of cases where shock-
responsive social protection has been considered and/or put into practice.  

This toolkit is mainly based on research carried out in the following countries and regions, 

alongside a global literature review (Smith et al, 2017): 

 

Source: OPM (2017). 

We also draw on OPM's recent case studies (of shock-responsive social protection in Latin 

America and the Caribbean (Ecuador, Guatemala, Dominican Republic, Haiti, Peru and El 

Salvador), undertaken on behalf of WFP (see project here and Section F for details).  

E1 Design tweaks in practice  

Example of a design tweak: Cash transfers in the Philippines following Typhoon 
Haiyan 

Source: Smith et al. (2017) 
 
Changes to the regulatory environment can enhance shock-responsive social protection, 
particularly when they are made before the shock occurs. Before Typhoon Haiyan, earlier in 2013, 
the Department for Social Welfare and Development (DSWD) in the Philippines had passed a 
resolution that if a state of calamity was declared, household conditions on cash transfer 
programmes would be waived for three months. This change meant that Pantawid transfers 
automatically became unconditional following Typhoon Haiyan, at the same time that DSWD and 
WFP began their discussions on delivering an emergency cash transfer through Pantawid. This 
made it easier to plan an unconditional top-up and vertically expand the programme.  


