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The imperative of child-sensitive social protection 

 

Whenever we become parents, we wonder who our daughter or son will turn out to be. 

We may dream big for them, we may dream modestly, but all of us have the ambition to 

see our children do better than we did. Or at the very least, to match the standard of life 

we have achieved. But what determines a child’s trajectory in life? Is it nature or 

nurture? The answer is that how a child fares in life is the result of delicate interplay 

between the child’s own agency, the start we give them in life, and the opportunities and 

challenges they face as they grow. The Lebanese-born poet Kahlil Gibran captures this 

perfectly in his poem ‘On Children’. He reminds us that “your children are not your 

children. They are the sons and daughters of life’s longing for itself … You may give 

them your love but not your thoughts, for they have their own thoughts. You may house 

their bodies but not their souls, for their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow.” This 

emphasizes the role children themselves play in shaping their future. But at the same 

time, he says: “You are the bows from which your children as living arrows are sent 

forth. The archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite and He bends you with His 

might that His arrows may go swift and far”. Depending on your beliefs, the archer can 

be interpreted as a deity, the constellation of the stars, fate, or perhaps even the gene 

pool that the child is born with.  
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Another idea contained in Gibran’s poem is that in determining a child’s future, what 

matters most is getting things right at the very beginning. Once the arrow has flown, not 

much can be done to correct its course. While this metaphor is rather too categorical, 

there is no denying that the challenges children encounter from the moment they are 

born (and even before that, in the womb) and the ways in which social policies help 

them overcome these challenges will play a major role in determining the extent to 

which children can reach their full potential in future. If we get social policies right in 

childhood, they will pay off for a lifetime. If we get them wrong, the burdens will weigh 

children down through adulthood. And it is not always easy or even possible to remedy 

these early disadvantages in later life. A huge body of research has shown us 

unambiguously that in early childhood, cognitive, physical and emotional development 

are at a speed that is never again matched in later life. The development of the brain 

plays a major role, with almost 1,000 connections between brain cells made every 

single second in the early years. We have ample scientific evidence for what every 

parent amongst us has experienced for themselves – the amazing speed with which 

children develop in the earliest years. When we ensure good nutrition, emotional 

attachment, a safe and secure family environment, early stimulation and opportunities 

for learning, the right preventive health measures, we maximize the opportunities for the 

child to benefit from this critical period of early growth. But when things go wrong, the 

setbacks can be for life. Fortunately, we have a good understanding of what works in 

early childhood development. And adequate social protection is part of this. 
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Child-sensitive social protection aims to ensure that children are protected from material 

deprivation and are able to access the basic services they need to thrive and develop. It 

covers social transfers, measures that ease access social services, social care as well 

as legislative measures. Social protection can play a major role in breaking the inter-

generational transmission of poverty. All too often, deprivation in childhood leads to 

poor welfare outcomes in adulthood, which in turn translate into a poor start in life for 

the children in the next generation. Adequate child-sensitive social protection measures 

can play a major role in ensuring that all children have equal opportunities to survive, 

thrive and develop. There is a growing body of evidence that shows the multiple 

benefits of social protection for child outcomes. Rigorous quantitative and qualitative 

impact evaluations from diverse countries show that social protection can improve 

multiple dimensions of human development, including significant improvements in food 

consumption and dietary diversity; school enrolment, attendance and completion; health 

care use and reduction in morbidity; and sense of well-being and self-esteem. The 

demonstrated impacts of social protection on children’s development last long beyond 

childhood, increasing adult productivity, decreasing the burden of human development 

losses, and contributing to breaking the intergenerational cycle of poverty. Social 

protection programmes also have more immediate economic impacts by enabling 

households to make productive investments and increase engagement in labour 

markets, stimulating demand in local markets and reducing poverty. 

 

For these reasons, UNICEF attaches high priority to the development of integrated 

social protection systems that address the compounding and cumulative vulnerabilities 
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children and their families face in a holistic manner. The importance of child-focused 

social protection is also recognized in the UN-wide Social Protection Floor Initiative, 

which recognizes social protection for children as one of the four basic guarantees that 

governments should put in place, in addition to guarantees for health coverage, the 

working age population and the elderly.  

 

How social protection systems fail children and their families in MENA 

 

Having established the importance of social protection for children and their families, let 

us turn to the situation in the Middle East and North Africa. Our assessment is that until 

recent reforms started taking effect, social protection systems in the region have been 

failing children and their families. The first thing to note is that social protection in the 

region has traditionally been skewed towards contributory social protection measures 

for those working in the public and formal sectors of the economy. Those who work in 

the informal sector, are own-account workers, are unemployed or outside the labour 

force generally have limited social protection benefits. This partly explains the strong 

preference amongst job seekers for public sector employment. Until recently, 

employment in the region was rather skewed towards the public sector, but in recent 

years the public sector has not been able to absorb as large a share of new entrants 

into the labour market, as a result of demographic changes as well as economic and 

fiscal realities. This has made the poor social protection coverage of informal and own-

account workers and the unemployed all the more problematic.  
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The non-contributory social protection measures in MENA have been mainly in the form 

of general subsidies – on essential food commodities, fuel and energy most commonly. 

Around 2010, the MENA region spent on average about 5.7% of GDP on subsidies and 

less than 1% of GDP on non-subsidy social safety nets. The problem with this is that 

subsidies generally tend to be regressive in nature, with the rich benefiting relatively 

more. In a 2014 study on Egypt, UNICEF showed that 80% of the petrol subsidy 

accrues to the richest quintile of the population, with only 1% going to the poorest 20%. 

Of all energy subsidies, the LPG subsidy was found to benefit the poor most, but even 

for this subsidy, no significant redistribution took place, with the richest quintile 

accounting for 16% and the poorest 20% for 22%. Similarly, as you will hear in a paper 

by Mario Gyoeri and others to be presented at this conference, in Tunisia we found that 

only 12% of energy subsidies and 14% of food subsidies benefited the poorest quintile, 

whereas the share accruing to the richest quintile was 30% and 26% respectively. The 

case for subsidy reform is therefore clear and many countries in the region have 

embarked upon the required reforms. The low oil price of the last few years has 

strengthened the incentive for subsidy reform in oil exporting countries, while it has 

somewhat reduced the pressure elsewhere. Subsidy reform can free up significant fiscal 

space for poverty-targeted, child sensitive social protection in the region. 

 

Non-subsidy social safety nets in MENA tend to be fragmented and leave many gaps. In 

Morocco, for example, a recent mapping by UNICEF identified some 140 different 

schemes, each focusing on a specific population category or a particular risk, each with 

its own eligibility criteria and administrative arrangements. Even so, the social protection 
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system leaves considerable gaps in coverage, with family benefits limited to those in 

formal employment and no social protection coverage for children of pre-school age. 

Clearly, much is to be gained from a rationalization of this multitude of schemes. In 

addition to fragmentation, the level of benefits is generally low. According to the World 

Bank’s ASPIRE database, after South Asia, the MENA region has the lowest average 

per capita transfer in its social protection and labour market measures. And the 

adequacy in terms of targeting accuracy of these interventions is the lowest in the world 

in MENA.  

 

Public spending on social protection for children and their families is relatively low in 

MENA. While children represent 32.1% of the population in the Middle East, public 

social protection expenditure for children amounts to only 0.8% of GDP. Of those 

countries in the region with social protection benefits for children and families in place. 

Iran stands out with public expenditure equivalent to 1% of GDP. Yemen features at the 

other end of the spectrum with expenditure of 0.01% of GDP. 

 

Given the weaknesses of social protection systems, it is hardly surprising to find that the 

existing social protection measures in MENA have a limited impact on poverty. This 

underlines the huge gains that can be achieved by reforming social protection systems. 

In his paper on Tunisia, Gyoeri shows that a child allowance would be much more 

progressive than existing subsidies, actively redistributing income in favour of poorer 

households. Depending on the level of benefit and scale of coverage, a universal child 

benefit in Tunisia could reduce the child poverty rate by up to 8.7 percentage points, 



7 

 

lifting over 300,000 children out of poverty. And even with the most generous of 

parameters, a universal child benefit would cost the state just over a third of what it is 

currently spending on ineffective subsidies.  

 

Challenges old and new 

 

It is clear that the old social protection provisions in the MENA region have not served 

the interest of children and families well and that there is a strong case for reform. But 

the reform efforts required are complicated by a number of recent challenges. Firstly, 

conflict and displacement have posed new problems for the social protection systems in 

the region. Conflicts undermine state capacity to deliver social protection for its citizens 

at a time when the need for this protection is surging. In Yemen for example, even 

though the Social Welfare Fund was a well-established operation serving almost a third 

of the population, when the most recent conflict broke out in March 2015, the Fund’s 

payments were suspended and have not been resumed since, leaving those already 

eligible for assistance before the conflict without assistance and leaving no provisions 

for those who may now be vulnerable as a result of the conflict. The displacement that 

comes with conflict also creates challenges for social protection systems. Benefits are 

not always portable for those who are internally displaced. In Iraq and Sudan for 

example, IDPs face difficulties accessing some of their social protection entitlements 

when fleeing their location of origin. Displacement across border causes even greater 

difficulties for social protection systems. The Syria conflict has caused an 

unprecedented number of refugees in the region. Of the countries that have received 
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the bulk of the refugee influx in the region, only Turkey has opened up its national social 

protection system to refugees. Other countries were either unable to do so because of 

the rudimentary state of its national social protection system and/or unwilling to open up 

national provisions to non-citizens for political reasons. As a result, social protection for 

refugees in the region has mainly been provided by international agencies in the form of 

humanitarian cash transfers. Examples include UNICEF’s child cash grant for Syrian 

refugees in Jordan and its education focused cash grant for Syrian refugees in 

Lebanon.  

 

A second challenge that has come to the fore in recent years is the dramatic fall in the 

price of oil since the middle of 2014 and its failure to recover significantly since then. 

This has had a significant impact on the fiscal space required for social protection 

reform, in two ways. In oil exporting countries, the oil price crash has blown a gaping 

hole in state finances, with even the wealthiest countries in the region introducing 

austerity measures and eating into fiscal reserves at an alarming rate. While the sharp 

drop in oil revenue has shocked countries into reality in terms of the need for subsidy 

reform, the demands on the shrinking pie are high and advocating for new social 

protection measures to replace the wasteful subsidies is an uphill battle. In oil importing 

countries, the drop in the oil price has also put a squeeze on the fiscal space for social 

protection. Advocates of subsidy reform were used to counting themselves rich in terms 

of the savings that subsidy reform would generate. But with the oil price low, the subsidy 

bill has shrunk considerably, reducing the incentive for reform, but also reducing the 

potential savings to be had that would finance new social protection measures. While 



9 

 

this does not detract from the case for social protection reform, it does mean that fiscal 

creativity is required to finance this reform. 

 

Another challenge that complicates social protection reform is the fact that the 

population of the MENA region is particularly young, with about a third of the population 

under 18. This makes for a relatively high dependency ratio. In addition, labour force 

participation among youth is low and youth unemployment is high. This means that on 

current trends, the region will not cash in on the demographic dividend that could result 

from the demographic transition in the region. The youthful population calls for 

investment in child-sensitive social protection, but the high dependency ratio causes a 

fiscal squeeze that makes it harder to finance the required social protection measures.  

 

An agenda for social protection reform in MENA 

 

In summary, the case for child-sensitive and poverty-focused social protection reforms 

is clear, but the challenges under which this reform needs to happen are considerable. 

For the future of MENA, it is critical that all the region’s children have a fair chance. 

They need social protection that will shield them from material deprivation and 

guarantees their access to quality health and education services. In this way, the region 

can break the intergenerational transmission of poverty.  

 

To be fair, some very promising reforms are already underway in the region. To 

highlight just a few, Palestine’s National Cash Transfer Programme has demonstrated 
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major positive outcomes for children. Egypt’s ambitious Takaful scheme is full of 

promise for children as well. Morocco’s Tayssir has had a positive impact on children’s 

education outcomes. And the initial steps towards the operationalization of a child grant 

in Iraq shows that social protection reform is possible even in the midst of crisis. But 

much more remains to be done. I would propose a five-point agenda for social 

protection reform that will provide a better deal to children and their families. 

 

First of all, the countries of the region need to invest in understanding childhood 

deprivation and vulnerability. Without this understanding, it is impossible to design 

social protection systems that truly address children’s needs. In measuring child poverty 

and vulnerability, due attention needs to be given to the fact that different aspects of 

poverty are important in different phases of childhood. With support from UNICEF, eight 

countries in the region have completed child poverty studies, one has a study ongoing 

and a further five are planning child poverty studies in the near future. While this is a 

great achievement, ad hoc studies are not enough. Countries need to routinely measure 

child poverty as part of their national statistical systems and to systematically consider 

the resulting evidence in policy making processes. UNICEF is accompanying 

governments of the region in this process.  

 

Secondly, armed with a better understanding of childhood poverty and vulnerability, 

governments need to design child-sensitive, poverty focused social protection 

measures. Here, we are not calling for additional benefits in what in most countries is 

already a very fragmented social protection system with limited poverty impact. Rather, 
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we are calling for a rationalization of social protection measures, a greater poverty focus 

and better integration of children’s needs in different stages of childhood. This may take 

the form of child-specific social protection measures such as child grants, but may also 

be in the form of a better consideration of children’s concerns in broader social 

protection measures. We call for particular attention to providing social protection 

coverage in early childhood, before school-going age. This is both because the 

youngest children often do not benefit from any social protection coverage and because 

of the critical impact of the early years on a child’s future life. UNICEF is actively 

engaging with 10 countries in the region to support their social protection reforms in this 

direction. 

 

Thirdly, governments need to think boldly about the measures required to create the 

fiscal space required for social protection reform. Much has been said about subsidy 

reform and the savings it can generate for new and improved social protection 

measures. But there are many competing demands for these savings and the oil price 

crash has wiped out part of them. Two additional measures are of particular interest. 

One is the introduction of taxation measures that simultaneously boost revenues and 

promote healthier life style choices. Taxes on high sugar and high fat food products may 

be worth exploring in a region like MENA, which faces a dual problem of under-nutrition 

and obesity. This would generate revenue, promote healthier consumption patterns and 

save health care expenditure on non-communicable diseases in future. Ironically, at 

present there are still governments in the region that subsidize sugar. The second 

potential avenue to generate fiscal space is in incorporating informal social protection 
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provisions into formal social protection systems. Zakat is an important religious 

institution in the region which is welfare-oriented, but not particularly effective or efficient 

as social protection measure. A country like Sudan has incorporated Zakat into the 

formal social protection system, but in most countries of the region, this has not yet 

been pursued. Finally, harnessing the substantial remittance flows to the region for 

social protection may also be worth exploring. 

 

Fourthly, governments need to boost the shock resistance of social protection systems. 

Emergencies are common in the region and there is no reason to assume that this will 

change in the near future. Therefore, it is critical that social protection systems are 

resilient enough to provide adequate coverage in times of crisis. Social protection 

systems need to become scalable, both in terms of coverage (adjusting eligibility 

thresholds) and in terms of benefits (adjusting the level of benefits). Social protection 

delivery systems also need to become more resilient, for example by ensuring the 

portability of social protection benefits in case of displacement and through business 

continuity planning for social protection service providers.  

 

And finally, where humanitarian actors are involved in providing a humanitarian social 

protection response, they need to do so with a systems perspective. All too often, driven 

by the need to respond to humanitarian needs quickly, humanitarian actors rush in and 

establish forms of social protection coverage that do not consider national social 

protection systems in any way. The strengthened emphasis on cash-based 

programming in emergencies after the World Humanitarian Summit is very welcome, 
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but it should always pay attention to national systems. In some cases, national systems 

may be able to provide the humanitarian response required. If not, non-state provision 

should be accompanied by attention for systems strengthening and improvement. 

Where systems have collapsed, humanitarian interventions provide an opportunity to 

help build them back better and more resilient. UNICEF is applying these principles in 

its humanitarian social protection interventions in the MENA region.  

 

In one of the great novels from the region, Naguib Mahfouz’s ‘Children of the Alley’, 

generation after generation of protagonists make the same mistakes and live their lives 

in misery. ‘Forgetfulness is the plague of our alley’, the author says. I propose that child-

sensitive, equitable social protection systems should be part of the new social contract 

for the MENA region. It will help the ‘children of the alley’ break the cycle of poverty and 

build a more prosperous future.  

 


