
Dr. Rachel Sabates-Wheeler

Universal Coverage: beyond the numbers

26th November, 2009, Brussels

Transformative Social Protection



Â Why we need social protection

Â Vulnerability

Â Economic protection: growth and income

Â Transformative social protection: access 

and empowerment

Â The future of social protection

Overview



òVulnerability is the likelihood or probability that an individual 
or group of people will suffer harm from a hazard or threató

VULNERABILITY   =   EXPOSURE  &  RESILIENCE

Â Vulnerability is a function of:

Â ~ Individual, household and community asset endowment;

Â ~ Informal, private, and public insurance mechanisms;

Â ~ Characteristics (frequency and severity) of shocks;

Social protection is a response to vulnerability



it has negative impacts on wellðbeing, both direct and 

indirect

Â Vulnerability causes riskðaverse behaviour 

(e.g. diversification into lowðreturn livelihood activities)

Â Uninsured shockscause reduced consumption (=child hunger) 

and asset depletion (selling assets to buy health)

Â òCoping strategiesó can damage future livelihoods and result 

in òpoverty trapsó  (e.g. cutting health spending, withdrawing 

children from school, transactional sex)

Â Social protectioncan help poor and vulnerable people to 

reduce or manage their risk and vulnerability.

Vulnerability matters because:



Protection

Prevention

Promotion

Springboards

Safety nets

Social Protection is for welfare and growth



Â The same shock causes more harm to poor 

and excluded persons than wealthy, 

connected people

Â Financial, human, social and political assets 

protect people from the impact of a shock

Â The fewer these assets the greater the impact 

of a shock

ÂAlsoéshocks are not location-neutral

Â Politically and socially embedded

Impacts of  shocks are not wealth-neutral



Â Extent of vulnerability can be a complex outcome 
of who I am and what I possess, how others treat 
me

Â Exclusion is a concept that helps us understand 
the relational aspect of deprivation

Â Exclusion is therefore concerned with unequal 
power relations

Â Those excluded from community membership or 
citizenship are more vulnerable

Â Cannot claim entitlement to protection 
Â Illegal migrant workers particular category of vulnerable 

people

Â children

Exclusion and Vulnerability



Â By definition, the vulnerable are those with less power.

Â Those with more power decide how the vulnerable 

should be assisted.

Â Those with power also decide who is eligible.

Â Social protection policies may therefore reinforce feelings 

of vulnerability and powerlessness.

Political Dimensions of  Vulnerability



Â Even if entitlements and legislation is in place that 

establishes rights, access to various forms of social 

provision is often constrained by:

Â unequal access to information, institutions, opportunities, 

processes

Â Lack of information and voice

Â Adverse incorporation

Â Positive discrimination and denial of rights in practice

Access Structures and Constraints


