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In a country of social policy heroes – in other 
words Brazil – none stands taller than Bolsa 
Familia, the legendary slayer of poverty and 
inequality. Indeed, for many social protection 
experts, the programme has assumed almost 
mythic proportions. Pilgrims regularly travel 
to Brazil to learn the secret of its success 
(otherwise known as study tours). In its recent 
Social Protection and Labour Strategy, the 
World Bank describes Bolsa Familia as “iconic” 
and a “flagship.” A recent study by UNDP’s 
International Policy Centre for Inclusive Growth 
claims that “Bolsa Família is by far the most 
renowned cash transfer programme in Brazil.”1  
DFID has been so impressed that it recently 
commissioned research on Brazil’s social security 
system, specifying a focus on Bolsa Familia. 

Yet, just as historical research has shown that 
King Arthur – the glorious king of Camelot – 
was probably no more than a small feudal lord 
presiding over a muddy, little stockade, evidence 
indicates that Bolsa Familia is little more than 
a plucky youngster when compared to the real, 
mature, hard-bitten heroes of Brazil’s social 
security system. 

Who are these heroes and what makes them 
great? This short paper aims to answer this 
question by assessing the evidence on Brazil’s 
social security system. It will examine the 
beneficiary numbers, budgets, levels of benefits 
and, importantly, impacts and coverage of the 
main social security schemes in Brazil. This paper 
will reveal that the real hero driving down poverty 
and inequality in Brazil is the old age pension paid 
at the level of the minimum wage. The evil sibling 

of the Minimum Wage Pension – the Civil Service 
pension – takes on the role of the villain in  
our story.

The paper will also examine proposals to 
transform Bolsa Familia – currently an old-
fashioned poor relief programme – into a real 
hero of social security, in other words a truly 
progressive entitlement-based scheme.

An Overview of Brazil’s  
Social Security System
Although the fame of Bolsa Familia has created 
the impression that Brazil targets social security 
at poor families, in reality Brazil’s overall social 
security system focuses on providing older people 
and their households with income security. 
Altogether, around 29 million Brazilians receive 
old age pensions, comprising almost 15 percent 
of all individuals (with a much higher proportion 
of households benefiting). Given that the total 
population of over-60s is around 22 million, 
this indicates substantial coverage among the 
elderly, with the additional 7 million beneficiaries 
explained by many people receiving pensions 
before they reach 60 years of age (women, for 
example, receive pensions at 55 years).2 The 
rest of Brazil’s social security system comprises 
some smaller programmes for other vulnerable 
categories of the population – such as the 
unemployed, people with disabilities and  
children – while Bolsa Familia targets poor 
families, in particular those with children.

The most prominent Brazilian social security 
scheme is the Previdencia Social programme.  

1 Ferreira de Souza (2012:14).
2 Source: UN-DESA’s World Population Prospects: the 2010 Revision, at: http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/unpp/panel_indicators.htm
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It is mainly a social insurance scheme, with most 
people receiving benefits as a result of having  
paid contributions during their working lives.  
It provides a range of benefits for Brazil’s labour 
force, the largest being an old age pension.3  
As Figure 1 indicates, there are 23.7 million 
recipients of Previdencia Social pensions –  

around 12 percent of the population – with 13 
million receiving the equivalent of the minimum 
wage, which was R$622 (US$300) per month in 
2012. The others receive a higher pension in line 
with their contributions to the Previdencia Social  
scheme throughout their working lives.4  
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3 In addition to old age pensions, the Previdencia Social provides disability pensions, survivors’ pensions, maternity benefits, sickness 
 benefits and accident compensation (Barbieri 2010).
4 Overall, in 2008, the Previdencia Social pension system provided benefits to 81.7 percent of those aged over 60 years. A large  
 proportion of those outside the system were able to receive other old age benefits, in particular the Civil Service Pension and the  
 Benefício de Prestacão Continuada, which are described elsewhere in this paper.
5 Figures are for 2009 and 2010. Ferreira de Souza (2012) provides figures for Bolsa Familia and BPC for 2010; Barbieri (2010) provides  
 figures for the social security pension and the rural pension for 2010; and Rangel (2011) provides figures for the civil service pension  
 for 2009.
6 See Barbosa (2011) for a good description of Brazil’s Rural Pension System.
7 Ferreira de Souza (2012).

Figure 1: Number of transfers paid to recipients  
of social security programmes in Brazil5
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However, the Previdencia Social scheme is not only 
financed by contributions from members. It also 
incorporates a Rural Social Insurance Scheme – 
the Rural Pension – that can be accessed by older 
people without having paid contributions.6 Instead, 
they should have spent at least 15 years working 
in a rural occupation, though not necessarily in a 
rural area. There are currently 8.1 million recipients 
of the Rural Pension, many living in urban areas.  
It is paid at the level of the minimum wage and 
comprises an important component of the broader 
system of Minimum Wage Pensions. Women can 
receive the Rural Pension at 55 years, while men 
receive it at 60 years.

Former civil servants also receive a pension, which 
is paid at a very generous rate, linked to salaries. 
There are 3.3 million recipients of the Civil Service 
pension.

The Previdencia Social and Civil Service pensions 
are complemented by a tax-financed scheme – the 
Benefício de Prestacão Continuada (BPC) – providing 
cash benefits to poor older people and people with 
disabilities in urban areas. There are 3.4 million 
recipients of the BPC scheme, including 1.8 million 
older people.7 As with the Previdencia Social, BPC 
pays benefits equivalent to the minimum wage 
and is a constitutional entitlement. So, anyone 
qualifying for the benefit must receive it. It can  
also be considered as a tax-financed pension.
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Bolsa Familia – with 12.8 million beneficiary 
households – has less than half the number of 
recipients of the Previdencia Social. This is also 
less than the 14.8 million older people receiving 
Minimum Wage Pensions (including those from the 
BPC). Bolsa Familia is effectively a combination of 
two benefits. Extremely poor households receive 
a benefit of R$70 per month.8 In addition, a child 
grant – known as the variable benefit – is paid to 
around 22.2 million children: those aged 0-15 years 
receive R$32 per month, while those aged 16-17 
years receive R$38. However, Bolsa Familia is not  
an entitlement:9 each municipality has a fixed quota 
and, once that quota is filled, families can be denied 
access to the programme.10 

Bolsa Familia is not the only benefit targeting 
children in Brazil. The Salário Família pays a 
monthly benefit to around 9.4 million children 
of workers on low wages.11 Those with monthly 
salaries below R$608 per month receive R$31 per 
child, while those earning less than R$915 per 

month receive R$22.12 There is also a Deduction  
for Minor Dependents from Personal Income Tax, 
which provides around 7.9 million children and 
young people up to age 21 years with a maximum 
of R$43 per month per child.13 In addition, all school 
children in Brazil receive a free school meal as  
an entitlement.

Government Spending on Social 
Security Schemes in Brazil
Compared to benefits targeted at older people, 
government spending on Bolsa Familia is low. As 
Figure 2 shows, Bolsa Familia’s budget is only 0.39 
percent of GDP. Yet, the BPC alone costs 0.55 
percent of GDP while the Rural Pension requires 
just under 1.5 percent of GDP, around four times 
the budget of Bolsa Familia. The Civil Service 
Pension is the social security scheme with the 
largest tax-financed budget, at just over 2 percent 
of GDP.14

Figure 2: Government Expenditure on Social Security Schemes in Brazil  
(as a Percentage of GDP)15

8 http://www.mds.gov.br/bolsafamilia/beneficios
9 Ferreira de Souza (2012).
10 In 2012, a new program for children – the Bolsa Carinhoso – was added to Bolsa Familia. It is supposed to provide at least R$70 per  
 capita to extremely poor families with a child aged 6. Four million households may benefit.  
 See: http://www.cartacapital.com.br/sociedade/dilma-lanca-acao-brasil-carinhoso-complemento-ao-bolsa-familia/
11 Soares and de Souza (2012). Children are 14 years and younger.
12 http://www.previdencia.gov.br/conteudoDinamico.php?id=25
13 Soares and de Souza (2012).
14 The Civil Service Pension costs much more than 2 percent of GDP, but the majority of the costs are covered by current contributions.
15 Figures are for 2009 and 2010. Ferreira de Souza (2012) provides costs of BPC, Bolsa Familia and Civil Service Pension for 2010;  
 Barbieri (2010) provides costs of rural pension for 2009. Rangel (2011) provides a similar cost of civil service pension for 2009 to that  
 of Ferreira de Souza’s (2012) cost for 2010.



Issue No 1 January 20th 2012Issue No 9, March 2013BOLSA unFAMILIAr  – Stephen Kidd and Karishma Huda

PATHWAYS’ PERSPECTIVES
on social policy in international development

Issue No 1 January 20th 2012

The opinions expressed in the paper are those of the authors and not necessarily of Development Pathways
Get in touch: admin@developmentpathways.co.uk    www.developmentpathways.co.uk

Page 4

16 Rangel (2011).
17 Source: Barbieri (2010)
18 Source: Ferreira de Souza (2012:18).

However, the total cost of pension schemes is 
much higher than the 3.5 percent of GDP invested 
by government in the Rural Pension and Civil 
Service Pension. As Table 1 indicates, the overall 
Previdencia Social scheme had a total expenditure 
of US$117.7 billion in 2009, corresponding to 7.2 
percent of GDP, with most financed by revenue 
from contributions. The total cost of the Civil 

Service Pension was 5.25 percent of GDP in 2009 
but, again, most was financed by contributions 
from its members.16 So, overall, in 2009 annual 
expenditure on old age pensions comprised over 12 
percent of GDP – with 3.5 percent of GDP financed 
from taxes - compared to spending of less than 0.4 
percent of GDP on Bolsa Familia. 

The size of social security schemes is also indicated 
by their contribution to total incomes in Brazil. 
As Figure 3 indicates, in 2009, while wages 
were the main contributor to incomes, at 76.2 
percent, pensions comprised the lion’s share of 

the remainder. The Minimum Wage Pensions 
contributed 5.7 percent of total incomes while other 
pensions totalled 13.1 percent. Relative to these 
amounts, the contribution of Bolsa Familia was tiny, 
at 0.7 percent. 

Revenue from  
Contributions 
(US$ billions)

Expenditure  
on Pensions 
(US$ billions)

Gain/Deficit 
(US$ billions)

Urban pension 92.8 90.9 +1.9

Rural pension 2.4 26.8 -24.4

Total 95.2 117.7 -22.5

Table 1: Revenue from Contributions and Expenditure  
on Social Security Pensions (2009)17

Figure 3: The contribution of social security schemes to total incomes in Brazil18
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Effectiveness of Brazil’s Social 
Security Schemes
Although Bolsa Familia is often reported as having a 
major impact on poverty and inequality, its impact 
is limited when compared to Minimum Wage 
Pensions. Figure 4 shows the results of research by 
the Government of Brazil into the impact of social 
security schemes on poverty among different age 
groups. By far, the largest impacts are among the 

elderly. Impacts among younger age groups are 
relatively small, and a significant proportion will be 
the result of pensions being shared among other 
household members. 

Barrientos and Lloyd-Sherlock (2011) report that 
the vast majority of pension income in Brazil is 
shared with others.

Other researchers have found similar impacts of 
pensions on old age poverty in Brazil. Gaspirini et 
al. (2007) estimated that old age pensions reduced 
poverty rates among older people from 47.9 
percent to 3.9 percent, while Barrientos and Lloyd-
Sherlock (2011) calculate a poverty rate of only 9 
percent among households with elderly people.

Soares et al. (2006:20) has compared the relative 
impacts of Bolsa Familia and Minimum Wage 
Pensions on national poverty rates. Bolsa Familia 
and BPC together brought about a 5 percent 
reduction in national poverty, although most of  
the reduction was from BPC.20 The reduction 
attributed to Minimum Wage Pensions was three 
times larger, at 17 percent.21 In rural areas, the 

Rural Pension alone has brought about a 37 percent 
reduction in extreme poverty among the entire 
rural population.22  

Claims are also frequently made about Bolsa 
Familia’s impact on inequality in Brazil. While it has 
been positive, it is much less than that from the 
Minimum Wage Pensions. Soares et al. (2006:26) 
found that, between 1995 and 2004, the Minimum 
Wage Pensions accounted for 20.5 percent of the 
fall in Brazil’s Gini co-efficient, while Bolsa Familia’s 
contribution was only 13.5 percent, with BPC 
contributing 4.5 percent.23 Ferreira de Souza (2012) 
has estimated the relative contribution of the 
schemes to the fall in inequality between 2001 and 
2009. He found the largest contribution to be from 

19 The poverty line is equal to half the minimum wage. Source: Barbieri (2010)
20 See Paes-Sousa et al (2011). For some reason, Soares et al. (2006) do not provide the figure for Bolsa Familia alone, perhaps because  
 it is too low.
21 The analysis by Soares et al. (2006) was undertaken before the significant rises in the Previdencia Social pensions, which will mean  
 that the pensions – when compared to Bolsa Familia – almost certainly now have even greater impacts on national poverty rates.
22 Barbosa (2011). The overall rural extreme poverty rate would be 41.3 percent without the Rural Pension; with the pension it is 26.1 percent.
23 These figures have been recalculated from Soares et al. (2006) so that the total contribution to reduction in inequality sums to 100 percent.

Figure 4: Impact of Social Security Transfers in Brazil, across Age Groups19
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Bolsa Familia, at 12.7 percent, with Minimum Wage 
Pensions accounting for 10.5 percent and BPC  
5.7 percent.

At face value, it may seem that Bolsa Familia may 
be fairing well for its size. However, these studies 
significantly underestimate the impact of Minimum 
Wage Pensions on inequality and mislead readers 
on the overall impact of Bolsa Familia. Rather than 
examining Gini co-efficients with and without the 
schemes, they only measure falls in inequality over 
a defined period. Given that the Previdencia Social 
is much older than Bolsa Familia, only a part of 
the impact of the Minimum Wage Pensions – the 
expansion over that period – is taken into account, 
resulting in a significant underestimation of their 
overall impact. The influence of the methodology 
on the results for Bolsa Familia is much less, as it 
is a more recent programme. So, for example, by 
only beginning in 2001, Ferreira de Souza ignored 
around 65 percent of the contribution of the 
Minimum Wage Pensions, but only 14 percent  
of Bolsa Familia’s.24 

A recent study has taken a different approach 
and examined the overall impact on inequality 
of Brazil’s social security schemes (ISSA 2013). It 
found that, while Brazil’s pension system brought 
about a 12 percent reduction in inequality, Bolsa 
Familia’s contribution was minimal, at only 0.6 
percent. In fact, even unemployment benefits 
have twice the impact of Bolsa Familia, at 1.1 
percent. However, it must be noted that not all 
social security schemes are progressive. The Civil 
Service Pension, in particular, appears to increase 
inequality, providing high benefits to a small and 
select proportion of the population.25 

The greater impacts of Minimum Wage Pensions 
and BPC on poverty and inequality when compared 
to Bolsa Familia can be explained by two factors. 
The first is that the pensions and the BPC provide 
recipients with significantly higher benefits than 
Bolsa Familia. In 2010, the average Bolsa Familia 
benefit was only 35 percent of the poverty line, 
while the Minimum Wage Pensions and BPC 

were around 75 percent higher than the poverty 
line (Ferreira de Souza 2012). Therefore, while 
Minimum Wage Pensions and the BPC scheme can 
transform the lives of beneficiary households – 
pulling most poor beneficiaries out of poverty –  
the impacts of Bolsa Familia are necessarily much 
smaller. As Ferreira de Souza (2012) argues:  

While the BPC alone can almost 
always lift its recipients’ families out 
of poverty, the Bolsa Família families 
can escape extreme poverty only if 
they have income from other sources.

The other difference between Bolsa Familia and 
the Minimum Wage Pensions is their targeting 
effectiveness. Bolsa Familia is targeted at poor 
families and, as is common with poverty targeting, 
it excludes the majority of poor households – a total 
of 59 percent26 – from the programme, thereby 
reducing significantly its overall impact on poverty 
(Soares et al 2007).27

In contrast, Brazil’s pension system provides 
older people with almost universal coverage. 
As a result, it is very effective in reaching the 
poorest households with older people.  Brazil’s 
pensions should not, of course, be expected to 
directly benefit households without older people, 
although indirect benefits may be substantial 
through older people sharing their pensions with 
others. In countries with progressive social security 
systems, old age pensions are one component of 
broader systems that, via multiple complementary 
schemes, provide comprehensive coverage to poor 
and vulnerable families.

Figure 5 shows the incidence analysis of Bolsa 
Familia, Minimum Wage Pensions and BPC, 
providing an indication of their targeting 
effectiveness. Both Minimum Wage Pensions and 
BPC are much better than Bolsa Familia at reaching 
the very poorest. Of course, the Minimum Wage 
Pensions also benefit better off households, but this 
is to be expected given that they are entitlements 
based on contributions during working age.

24 In 2001, Minimum Wage Pensions contributed 3.7 percent of overall incomes, which increased to 5.7 percent by 2009. Although not  
 an exact measures, it can be estimated that it is only this increase in the Minimum Wage Pensions – 2 percent – that is measured by  
 Ferreira de Souza (2012). 
25 Soares et al. (2006).
26 Poverty targeting in developing countries suffers from the impossibility of accurately identifying the poor when most people are in  
 the informal or subsistence economy and it is not possible to obtain evidence on their incomes. See Kidd and Wylde (2011).
27 There is also substantial double dipping between Bolsa Familia and the Salário Família, with around 3.9 million children receiving  
 both benefits (Soares and da Souza 2012).
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The impact on poverty and the targeting 
effectiveness of the Rural Pension are illustrated 
by Figure 6. If there were no Rural Pension, over 
56 percent of current recipients would be in the 
poorest quintile of the population. However,  

the Rural Pension has radically transformed their 
lives so that very few recipients are still in the 
poorest quintile. The majority could now be  
called “middle income.”

28 Barbieri (2010).

Figure 5: Incidence Analysis of Bolsa Familia, BPC and Minimum Wage Pensions

Figure 6: Consumption of Rural Pension Recipients, Both With and Without  
the Pension28
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Minimum Income Pensions have also brought 
significant benefits for children. The IMF argues 
that Brazil’s pensions reduce the gap between 
full and actual enrolment for girls aged 0-14 years 
living with pensioners by 20 percent (Evangelista 
de Carvalho Filho 2008). Ponczek (2011) found 
similar impacts, in particular among children 
aged 6-14 years living with male pensioners. The 
impact of pensions on schooling is not surprising, 
given that over 90 percent of Brazilian pensioners 
report sharing most of their pension with others 
(Barrientos and Lloyd-Sherlock 2011).

The significant contribution of pensions to overall 
incomes in Brazil explains the Government of 
Brazil’s conviction that Minimum Wage Pensions 
– and the broader Previdencia Social scheme – 
contribute to economic growth.29  Of particular 
importance is the role that pensions play in 
stimulating the economies of small municipalities 
by promoting increased consumption. Advocates 
of schemes like Bolsa Familia – that imply poverty 
targeting and limited government investment on 
social security – often forget the importance of 
supporting the business sector through the social 
security system by injecting cash into the hands of 
consumers who then purchase services. It has been 
one of the keys to the success of the economies 
of developed countries over the past century, 
where investment in social security now reaches 
an average of 14 percent of GDP, a massive cash 
stimulus. It is a simple point, but one that is too 
often ignored in debates on social security. Yet it 
is an important lesson that Brazil’s pension system 
can teach other developing countries.

Political backing for Brazil’s  
Social Security Programmes
An objective means of assessing political backing 
for social security programmes is to examine 
budgets and benefit sizes. As described above, 
Bolsa Familia has both low benefits and low 
budgets when compared with Minimum Wage 
Pensions and the BPC. In 2010, Bolsa Familia’s 
average benefit was only around 20 percent of the 
benefit paid to recipients of the Minimum Wage 
Pensions and BPC.

A further indicator of political support is the rate 
at which benefit levels increase. Between 2004 
and 2012, Minimum Wage Pensions and the BPC 
benefit increased by 139 percent, from R$260 per 
month to R$622.30 In contrast, the Bolsa Familia 
basic benefit rose by only 40 percent, from R$50 
to R$70, which was only just above the rate of 
inflation.31 The slow increase in the size of the Bolsa 
Familia benefit is a further indication of the higher 
political priority given to pensions in Brazil.

Bolsa Familia is, in reality, a classic poor relief 
programme, requiring conditions to be placed  
on families to sustain its acceptability to the 
non-poor and therefore its budget. As happens in 
most countries, policy-makers and taxpayers are 
reluctant to pay for poor relief without ensuring 
that the poor are made to work for their money. 
One of the Ministers responsible for Bolsa Familia 
– Dr. Romulo Paes de Sousa – has described how 
it was difficult to gain middle class support for 
the programme when the Brazilian economy was 
weak.32 However, in recent years, as a result of 
Brazil’s strong economy, Bolsa Familia has been 
more tolerated, though investment is still well 
below the level necessary for it to be truly effective. 
Any future economic difficulties are likely, once 
more, to result in a weakening of support for the 
programme.

Proposals to Transform  
Bolsa Familia into an  
Entitlement for Children
There are, however, proposals afoot to reform 
Bolsa Familia and transform it into a more 
progressive entitlement-based program. Soares 
and de Souza (2012) have proposed combining the 
variable benefit element of Bolsa Familia – targeted 
at children – the Salário Família and the Deduction 
for Minor Dependents to create a universal child 
benefit. At no additional cost, it would already be 
possible to pay a benefit of almost R$15 per month 
to every Brazilian child aged 15 years or under. This 
would cover 51 million children, an increase of 16 
million on current numbers. While a benefit of R$15 
per month means that many children would receive 
less than at present, it would ensure that all poor 
children are included. 

29 Barbosa and Costanzi (2009) and Barbosa (2011).
30 The Rural Pension and BPC rise in line with the minimum wage. Information on values of the benefits was taken from Soares et al.  
 (2006), Lindert et al. (2007) and http://riotimesonline.com/brazil-news/front-page/president-rousseffs-2012-domestic-focus/#
31 Information on benefit values is taken from Soares et al. (2006) and http://www.mds.gov.br/bolsafamilia/beneficios 
32 See: http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/poverty-matters/2010/nov/19/brazil-cash-transfer-scheme
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Interestingly, even with this smaller benefit – and 
no increase in budgets – the universalisation of 
Brazil’s child-focused programmes would result in 
a system that is more pro-poor than the current 
situation. When compared to the current poverty-
targeted system, Soares and de Souza (2012) 
indicate that a universal child benefit of R$15 per 
month would slightly reduce inequality while the 
number of children in extreme poverty would fall 
from 4.3 million to 4.2 million. This is explained by 
the significant reduction in exclusion errors, with 
all poor children having a chance of benefiting from 
Brazil’s social security system.

However, with more ambition Brazil could increase 
its investment in child benefits and provide much 
more meaningful support. A benefit of R$20 per 
month – just less than the current average child 
benefit of R$21.64 – would cost no more than an 
additional 0.1 percent of GDP, or a total cost of 0.39 
percent of GDP. The number of children in extreme 
poverty would fall to 3.9 million and inequality 
would reduce by 0.4 percent. Further increasing the 
benefit to R$40 per month would cost a total of 0.77 
percent of GDP, which would still be less than the 
0.95 percent of GDP that South Africa spends on its 
Child Support Grant. It would reduce the number of 
extremely poor children to 2.7 million and the Gini 
co-efficient by 1.5 percent.33

If the child grant element of Bolsa Familia were 
to become part of a universal programme, the 
component of Bolsa Familia that is currently 
provided to extremely poor families – irrespective 
of whether they have children – could remain. It 
would provide an important – though small – safety 
net for the very poorest families. However, issues 
of poor targeting and inadequate benefits would 
remain since this is the reality of poverty-targeted 
programmes.

Conclusion
So, in our clash of Brazilian titans, it seems there 
is only one social security scheme that is worthy 
of the throne of Camelot. While Bolsa Familia 
has valiantly attempted to slay the fire-breathing 
dragon of Brazilian poverty and inequality, its 
success has been limited and, overall, it is relatively 
ineffectual. At less than 0.4 percent of GDP, it is 

just too puny to do more than ameliorate poverty 
for a minority of poor families, while ignoring the 
needs of the majority. It is our dashing hero – the 
Minimum Wage Pension – that has decisively and 
sustainably transformed the lives of millions of poor 
families in Brazil. Yet, if Brazil is to fully succeed 
in tackling poverty, the pension system needs 
to be augmented by other progressive heroes. 
So, will Bolsa Familia grow into the real hero that 
Brazilian children need by becoming a child grant 
that ensures that no poor child misses out on the 
support they need and deserve? 

If Bolsa Familia is to rise to this challenge, it needs 
to be radically reformed so that its child-focused 
element becomes an entitlement-based universal 
programme. Yet, this will require an increase in 
investment by government, which implies either 
a rise in taxes or a change in the government’s 
spending priorities. At this point, let’s call forward 
our villain, the Civil Service pension. There is 
no question that the Civil Service pension pays 
excessively high benefits to former civil servants 
and is a significant burden on the nation’s 
resources. A small reduction in spending on the Civil 
Service pension could make the dream of universal 
social security coverage of children a reality. 
Realistically, though, this is unlikely to happen. As 
with civil service pensions in many countries, the 
power and influence of the civil service is likely to 
stymie any attempt at redistribution. 

Yet, Brazil’s decision to limit spending on Bolsa 
Familia by targeting it at poor families – at the 
cost of excluding the majority of poor children 
– contrasts with its approach to other social 
programmes. In major areas of social policy –  
such as health, education, and pensions – Brazil 
has adopted a progressive approach by investing 
in universal provision, thereby almost eliminating 
exclusion errors. A decision by the Government 
of Brazil to turn Bolsa Familia and the country’s 
other child grants into entitlements would not, 
therefore, be out of character. And, in the long run, 
by becoming a universal entitlement, the future  
of Bolsa Familia could be secured and it could 
become truly sustainable. The middle class is 
unlikely to oppose a social programme that they 
also benefit from.

33 This would correspond to an almost 1 percentage point reduction in the Gini co-efficient (Soares and de Souza 2012).
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