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The Seven Deadly Myths
of Social Protection
Nicholas Freeland
In a stimulating blog dated 03 May 2013 – click here – Stephen Kidd discussed the issue of myths in
social protection. In this article, I would like to take this further and try to dispel a number of the more
common myths surrounding social security systems in developing countries.
Coincidentally, I have just returned from a trip to Madrid. Naturally I visited the Prado museum, where one
of the highlights was a splendid table attributed to Hieronymus Bosch, called The Seven Deadly Sins and The
Four Last Things. Here it is:
It occurred to me that there are some interesting
parallels between the myths I want to dispel, and the
Seven Deadly Sins depicted.
clarifying the two very distinct ideologies around social
protection that Stephen has delineated.
On the one hand, we have a neo-liberal, small state
approach – let us call it Tea Party social protection
in memory of Boston, and the resultant philosophy
of low taxation and low government expenditure.
century “Anglo-Saxon” worldview of “poor relief”
and “workhouses”. It is tightly poverty-targeted,
based on the argument that scant resources should

emphasis on – not to say obsession with – “graduation” and “exit strategies”; and there is no recognition of

Bretton Woods institutions.
On the other hand, we have a more “universalist” approach, akin to a Nordic view of social security. This
places the emphasis on tackling inequality as a means of combating poverty. It tends to provide support
to much broader “vulnerable groups” such as people with disabilities, the elderly and children. And it
a more inclusive, so more expensive approach; but it is also more popular, with stronger political appeal, so
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These programmes tend not to be conditional, but entitlement-based; and there is much less emphasis
on graduation, since exiting happens naturally. Again there are many examples: South Africa’s suite of
social
scheme
No
1 grants; old age pensions in Lesotho, Nepal and Thailand; India’s employment guarantee
January
20th

2012

As Stephen argues so cogently in his blog, it is – regrettably – the former ideology that is currently
predominant in the development discourse. But it is predominant largely because it is based on a set of
myths. And it is these myths that I think can be linked to Hieronymus Bosch’s Seven Deadly Sins. They might
thus be termed the Seven Deadly Myths of Social Protection.
accidia
which is linked to the myth propagated by protagonists of the Tea Party
approach that providing people with social transfers will result in laziness
and dependency. Whilst this may indeed be a concern in developed

all the evidence points to the opposite conclusion: that social transfers,
by mitigating risk and allowing investment, actually reduce dependency
Sloth

employment more successfully, than do workers in comparable households that do not receive social
grants; an evaluation of the Mchinji cash transfer programme in Malawi found that 50% of recipients were
support programme, Procampo, raised their income by 1.5 to 2.6 times the value of the actual transfer.
The second is the old and much-repeated myth that social transfers encourage irresponsible spending – in
luxuria
this assertion is also demonstrably wrong. Poor households are by far

wisely: on food, on health, on education, on productive investments …
in Lesotho spent less on all such “luxuries” combined than they did
in contributions to the church collection-plate! And a study in South
Africa showed that households that receive social pensions have higher
expenditure shares on food and education and lower expenditure shares
on alcohol, tobacco and entertainment, than other households do. As
in Zambia proudly proclaim: “the poor are not irresponsible”!

Lust

invidia
for another’s good”, this is manifested in social protection as a reluctance to “give something for nothing”.
This argument, linked to the ones above, is as commonly heard
among politicians and commentators in OECD countries as it is in
developing countries. It is often used to justify “productive safety

Envy

transfers. But the “productivity” of such schemes, sometimes imposed
with minimal consultation by external agents such as governments and
donors, is often far less productive than the alternative of providing
individuals and households with the means to make their own
consumption and investment decisions, without obliging them to waste
valuable time and energy on misguided and frequently “unproductive”

initiatives.
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The fourth argument used to support tightly poverty-targeted social protection programmes may be
avaricia
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themselves much poorer when they introduced social security. Arguably this is indeed part of the reason
why they have now become so much richer: there is a strong correlation between national wealth and
the amount countries spend on social protection. Another example is
social transfers as a key reason for its dramatic improvements in living
that the cost of an $18 per month pension for all over-65s and all people
with disabilities would typically represent no more than 0.3% to 1.0% of

Greed

has gone on increasing its value ever since.

gula
desire of food or its withholding from the needy”, with the latter being most relevant in this context. What

be redirected to others. The typical example here is encapsulated in
consume more, to a much greater extent than those who consume less.

blog: “The modern conservative is engaged in one of man’s oldest
exercises in moral philosophy: that is, the search for a superior moral Gluttony

ira
appeals procedures. But there is little evidence to support this myth.

basis on which they were, or were not, selected for a programme; they
are not fully aware of their entitlement; or they see the whole process
Wrath

came…especially if they are so brazen as to complain about any aspect of it.
Interestingly, in one or two cases where appeals procedures were properly
so many angry citizens protested that the system was overwhelmed.
The last, and most egregious, sin of the Tea Party movement is the hubris
inherent in the myth that it is possible to target the poorest in any but the

pride as “love of self, perverted to hatred and contempt for one’s neighbour”.
So we see advocates of the poverty-targeted approach establishing a range
of inherently inaccurate systems to “identify” their poorer brethren; and then Pride
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based targeting is as likely to perpetuate entrenched inequalities as to overturn them; and self-targeting

1
see angels and devils
weighing a man’s soul:
think of this as being an
allegory for the decision
we have to take between
perpetuating the Seven
Deadly Myths of social
protection, or refuting
them.

2

We need to get the right
answer, because the
next panel shows the
Last Judgement:

3

4

This choice we make
will determine whether
we end up with social
protection systems in
developing countries that
…or of heaven.

And, be warned: as the good Hieronymus is keen to point out in the very centre of his table, Cave Cave Deus
Videt
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Pathways’ Perspectives
This series of papers provides people with the opportunity to comment on key
issues in international development with the aim of stimulating debate. While
Development Pathways may not necessarily agree with the opinions of the
authors, we believe it is important to give people space to express their views.

About Development Pathways
We are a group of international development practitioners who specialise in
range of development organisations and country governments across the
developing world. We are committed to bold and innovative thinking and
and economic policy challenges facing developing countries.
We believe that policy and programming needs to be evidence-based and
uniquely appropriate for the political realities of the countries in which we
work, which may mean challenging prevailing orthodoxy to deliver the best
policy and programme solutions. All of our work is grounded in social and
political analysis, ensuring that policies and programmes promote gender
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