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The state of social protection for 
children worldwide: stalled progress

Source: ILO and UNICEF (2023) More than a billion reasons: the urgent need to build universal social 

protection for children; ILO (2021), World Social Protection Report 2020-22.

Figure 2. Percentage of the population covered by at least one social protection 

benefit, 2016 and 2020 or latest available year (SDG indicator 1.3.1)

 1.5 billion children – 3 in 4 children aged 0-15 – do not receive 

child or family benefits, with troubling regional disparities

 Africa: only 12.6% of children receive child or family benefits

 Asia and Pacific and Arab States: effective coverage remains also 

below 20% of children

 Overall social protection coverage has made little progress, 

with more than half of the global population (53%) unprotected

 Africa: only 17.4% of the population is effectively covered

 Asia and Pacific: effective coverage increased to 44% of the population

 Closing coverage gaps requires greater investment in universal 

social protection systems

 Social protection expenditure remains far too low: UMICs spend 0.5% of 

their GDP on social protection for children and LICs only 0.1%.

 Financing gap for social protection floors has increased by 30% during 

COVID-19, yet national fiscal capacities and international support are 

overstretched.

 Investment in social protection is indispensable for reducing child poverty, 

addressing inequalities and vulnerabilities, and ensuring well-being, social 

inclusion and social justice

Figure 1. Percentage of children 0–15 years receiving child or family cash 

benefits, 2016 and 2020 or latest available year (SDG indicator 1.3.1)

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_869602.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_869602.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_817572.pdf


Ensuring comprehensive lifecycle protection and closing decent work deficits

 The well-being of children cannot be dissociated from 

that of their parents and other caregivers

 A gap anywhere across the life-cycle is to the detriment of children

 Adequate social protection also for parents and other caregivers 

is indispensable.

 Addressing decent work deficits is essential, such as working 

poverty (214 million workers live on less than $1.90/day), ensuring 

fair wages and earnings, and adequate labour and social protection.

 Extending social protection to 2 billion workers in the informal 

economy is key to reduce decent work deficits and facilitate 

transitions to the formal economy 

 Building rights-based universal social protection systems

 Nationally-defined social protection floor that guarantees 

at least a basic level of social security (income security and 

access to health care) 

 Higher levels of protection through contributory mechanisms that 

allow for risk-sharing and solidarity (especially social insurance)

 Sustainable and equitable financing through taxes and 

contributions (solidarity!)

Figure 3. The numbers at a glance: The absence of social protection for different 

population groups and of comprehensiveness for selected benefits

Source: ILO and UNICEF (2023) More than a billion reasons: the urgent need to build 

universal social protection for children; ILO (2021), World Social Protection Report 2020-22.

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_869602.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_869602.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_817572.pdf


How do social protection, care 
and decent work interact? 
Example: policies to address child labour

 Recent ILO/UNICEF study on impact of social protection on child 

labour highlights key ingredients of a comprehensive strategy:

 Social protection throughout the life course

 Adequate child and family benefits

 Maternity, paternity and parental leave benefits

 Social health protection to ensure universal health coverage

 Ensuring adequate social protection for workers in all types of 

employment is essential for parents and other caregivers

 Care: effective access to quality care and related benefits, 

respecting the rights of care recipients, caregivers and care 

workers (including their rights to social protection)

 Decent work: decent and productive employment, ensuring 

rights and social dialogue, safe and healthy working conditions, 

fair wages, skills development – and of course labour and 

social protection

Advancing social justice, promoting decent work
Source: ILO and UNICEF (2022) The role of social protection in the elimination of child labour.

Figure 4. Elements of an integrated social protection system for addressing 

child labour: overview of identified impact of different social protection 

schemes on the reduction of vulnerabilities associated with child labour

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---ipec/documents/publication/wcms_845168.pdf


Advancing social justice, promoting decent work

 Accelerate progress towards universal coverage for all children as a critical 

step towards improving their well-being (such as universal child benefits)

 Guarantee adequate benefit levels and quality services to generate 

meaningful change in children’s lives.

 Provide a comprehensive range of benefits that supports children and 

families through a life-cycle approach, including income security and access to 

health care, nutrition, childcare and education.

 Ensure sustainably financed social protection systems, ensuring solidarity 

in financing through taxes and social insurance contributions, avoiding fiscal 

austerity that harms children – the cost of inaction are enormous!

 Build social protection systems, including floors, that are rights-based, 

gender-responsive and inclusive and that can effectively respond to multiple 

shocks and crises

 Ensure that social protection systems are adapted to developments in the 

world of work – Decent work for parents and other caregivers is essential for 

preventing poverty and vulnerability, reducing inequalities and for fostering 

well-being, dignity, social inclusion and a strong social contract.

6 action points for taking the high road 

to ensure universal social protection for children

Source: ILO and UNICEF (2023) More than a billion reasons: the urgent need to build 
universal social protection for children; ILO (2021), World Social Protection Report 2020-22.

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_869602.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_869602.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_817572.pdf


Thank you for listening!
Read more:

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_869602.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_protect/@soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_817572.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---ipec/documents/publication/wcms_845168.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/genericdocument/wcms_811833.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---soc_sec/documents/publication/wcms_869602.pdf


Click here for 
the Call To 
Action

presented by Jennifer 
Yablonski

https://www.endchildhoodpoverty.org/publications-feed/2020/8/31/joint-statement-6ef3m
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