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As we grow old, our physical and mental 
capabilities decline as does our ability to earn 
an income and contribute to society through 
work and paying taxes. We face a higher 
likelihood of becoming disabled and growing 
frailer and, as a result, risk becoming more 
dependent on our family members, or the 
state, to receive care, shelter and other daily 
necessities such as food and basic hygiene. 
Yet, in the absence of a comprehensive 
social security system, we risk experiencing 
a significant decline in our living standards 
once we reach old age. Without access to a 
reliable source of income, old age can become 
a time in our lives when our ability to live 
autonomous and healthy lives becomes 
severely constrained. 1

Therefore, it is essential that, upon reaching 
old age, all of us are able to rely on a 
pension that guarantees us a minimum 
income. Pensions should be regarded as 
core, basic social policy for every country to 
have in place, based on a recognition of the 
contributions we have all made throughout 
our lives to society (e.g. through taxes, 
employment and domestic care). When the 
right policies are in place that guarantee us 
a minimum income during our final years, 
our trust in government is strengthened. 
Therefore, pensions play a key role in building 
and maintaining national social contracts, as 
generations enter and exit the labour force.

At its core, a pension system has two key 
objectives:2

1.  To ensure that everyone has access to a   
     minimum income once they reach old age.

2.  To enable consumption smoothing, through          
 which people of working age are able to  
 give up some income during employment  
 which they can draw upon once they retire,  
 thereby providing themselves with a higher  
 income in old age.

The aim of this paper is to examine the 
effectiveness of pension systems globally 
in ensuring the first objective. It presents a 
global index – the Minimum Income in Old 
Age Index (MIOA)– that offers an overview of 
the effectiveness of all countries in offering a 
minimum income guarantee to their citizens3  
in old age.4  

THE METHODOLOGY 
UNDERPINNING THE MINIMUM 
INCOME IN OLD AGE INDEX 
(MIOA)
The MIOA index uses the two parameters 
of coverage and the value of the minimum 
pension transfer to compare the effectiveness 
of different systems. By combining these 
two parameters, the index aims to produce 
a measure that reflects both the extent to 
which pension systems reach older people 
and the value of the minimum pension 
that is provided. At a minimum, this should 
be sufficient to ensure an adequate living 
standard without requiring people to work 
during their retirement. Therefore, the MIOA
index offers a comparison of the effectiveness

1 See Tran et al. (2019) for an analysis of how pension income contributes to autonomy and self-worth. 
2 See Kidd (2015) for a detailed analysis of the aims of an effective pension system.
3 The term "citizens" refers to all individuals who are legally resident in a country.
4 A database of pension information, including the indicators used to measure the Minimum Income in Old Age Index, can be accessed at 
  https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/pensions-database-march-2021/.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This perspective presents a global index – the Minimum Income in Old Age Index (MIOA) – that compares the 
effectiveness of pension systems (tax-financed and contributory) in achieving the objective that all citizens aged 
65 years and above are guaranteed a minimum income by the state. It produces a ranking of 111 countries known 
to provide a social pension or other form of minimum pension in old age. While the majority of highest scores are 
obtained by high-income countries, importantly, a significant number of lower and upper middle-income countries 
achieve high scores. The best performing country is Lesotho, a lower middle-income country that provides nearly all 
citizens aged 70 years or above with a flat-rate pension transfer. However, many countries have low scores, due to the 
use of poverty-targeting and/or low transfer values. 

https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/pensions-database-march-2021/
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of pension systems in achieving the objective 
that all citizens are guaranteed a minimum 
income by the state. 

The MIOA index does not classify what is 
deemed an effective or ineffective pension 
system based on other parameters. It has 
a clear and narrow objective. Therefore, it 
does not capture a comprehensive range of 
design considerations for pension systems, 
such as sustainability, in terms of adapting 
to trends in population ageing and support 
ratios, or the overall generosity or cost and 
cost-effectiveness of pension systems. For 
example, some pension systems are financed 
at a very high cost: Italy’s state pension 
system costs 16.2 per cent of GDP while 
Brazil’s is 13.5 per cent of GDP.5  Therefore, 
these systems may score relatively high on 
the MIOA index, but have a lower performance 
based on other parameters, such as value for 
money.  

Data for the MIOA index has been gathered 
from a number of online sources. Information 
on coverage has been gathered either from 
social protection studies and reviews found 
in grey literature, or online data portals 
and statistical reviews accessed through 
the national statistics offices or pension 
administrations. There are a number of 
challenges to accessing data on coverage. 
While a number of studies have estimated 
coverage of the old age population based 
on analysis of microdata using household 
surveys, for the majority of countries pension 
data disaggregated by age is not readily 
available. Therefore, in the absence of 
coverage estimates, the index compares the 
total number of state pension recipients to 
population data. Data on the level of the 
minimum pension amount guaranteed by the 
State is accessed either through the Social 
Security Administration’s (SSA) Social Security 
Programs Throughout the World publication, 
or government websites.

The two basic parameters used in the index

are calculated in the following ways:

• Coverage is determined by estimating the
number of people in receipt of a state pension
(SPR) above the age of 65 years, whether it
is contribution based or a tax-financed social
pension. It calculates pension recipients as
a proportion of the total population aged 65
years and above (POP65+).6  However, where
coverage of the population above the age of
65 years is not available, the total number of
recipients is used.

• The value of the minimum pension (MP) is
calculated as a proportion of GDP per capita. 
By using GDP per capita rather than the
absolute values of pensions – even if adjusted
for purchasing power parity – it allows a
comparison between countries that takes into
account their financial capability to fund a
minimum pension. 

The index employs a simple calculation. 
It measures the product of coverage and 
transfer value, which is then multiplied by 
100, as shown below:

The resulting index gives a score between 0 
and 100. A score of 100 would be achieved by 
a system that guarantees a minimum income 
equivalent to 100 per cent of GDP per capita 
to the entire population aged 65 years and 
above.

For example, Belgium’s Income Guarantee 
for the Elderly (IGE) – a tax-financed social 
pension – provides a minimum income that 
is equivalent to 33.1 per cent of GDP per 
capita. At the legal retirement age of 65 years,  
Belgium achieves 98 per cent coverage of
 over-65s by a state pension (not necessarily
the IGE). The resulting index score is 32.5.

Score of the 
Minimum
Income in 
Old Age 
Index

X=
(SPR / 

POP65+)
(MP / 

GDP per 
capita)

X 100

5 Sources: OECD Data. Retrieved from: https://data.oecd.org/socialexp/pension-spending.htm; ECLAC  Non-Contributory Social Protection Programmes Database.   
  Retrieved from: https://dds.cepal.org/bpsnc/about?bd=cct; Wapling et al. (2020).
6 It should be noted that countries design their pension systems based on different choices for determining the age of eligibility upon which citizens may access a 
  guaranteed minimum pension. Many high-income countries have a retirement age at around, or above, 65 years, due to the average life expectancy being higher. In   
  contrast, a number of middle-income countries have a lower retirement age due to having younger population and a lower average life expectancy. In order to reflect 
  the effectiveness of more mature pension systems in high-income countries, the global index uses the old age population of 65 years and above as a basis for its    
  calculations. The assumptions taken into account for each individual country can be found in the MIOA database. 

https://data.oecd.org/socialexp/pension-spending.htm
https://dds.cepal.org/bpsnc/about?bd=cct
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In contrast, China achieves pension coverage 
estimated at 100 per cent of over-65s but 
has a low score of 1.7 due to the minimum 
transfer value in the Chinese system being 
much lower, at 1.7 per cent of GDP per capita 
(in the Basic Pension).

The MIOA index builds on a previous index 
developed by Palacios and Sluchynsky (2006), 
that compared the relative size of social 
pensions within the entire pension system 
(see Box 1). However, Palacios and Sluchynsky 
only examined the coverage of tax-financed 
social pensions and did not take into account 
other state pensions. Therefore, countries 
that achieved high coverage through social 
insurance pensions were penalised, even 
when they provided universal coverage. 
For example, Mongolia provides universal
pension coverage with an eligibility age of 60
years, but this is mainly via social insurance
pensions and military service pensions: only

BOX 1: AN INDEX COMPARING THE 
RELATIVE SIZE OF SOCIAL PENSIONS

Palacios and Sluchynsky (2006) compared two 
possible functions of a social pension in: 1) 
addressing the coverage gap in reaching all persons 
of pensionable age; and 2) supplementing a pension 
system based on contributions through a benefit 
targeting older persons living in poverty. The 
comparison is based on an index which measures 
the relative size of social pensions across countries 
through a multiplication between the number of 
recipients of the social pension (SPB) as a proportion 
of the population aged 65 years and above (POP65+), 
and the value of the social pension transfer (SPLEV), 
measured as a proportion of GDP per capita.

The resulting index gives a score between 0 and 1, 
at which the index would be equal to 1 if all older 
persons are covered by the social pension and receive 
a benefit equal to GDP per capita.

Index X= SPB / 
POP65+

SPLEV / GDP 
per capita

one per cent of older people receive a tax-
financed social pension. Therefore, under the 
assumptions used by Palacios and Sluchynsky 
presented in Box 1, Mongolia – which 
provides a social pension equivalent to 15 
per cent of GDP per capita – would score only 
0.15 on the MIOA index. In contrast, under the 
assumptions used in this paper, the score is 
15.3, which offers a more accurate reflection 
of the effectiveness of the entire system in 
providing a minimum income guarantee to 
everyone over 65 years of age.7

One limitation of the MIOA index is that, in 
countries where information on coverage 
as a proportion of the population aged 65 
years and above is not available, it may 
overestimate coverage by using the total 
number of pensioners as the basis of the 
coverage calculation.

THE RESULTS OF THE MINIMUM 
INCOME IN OLD AGE INDEX
The results of the MIOA index are outlined 
in Figure 1. It provides a ranking of 111 
countries with available information out of 
113 reviewed countries known to provide 
a social pension or other form of minimum 
pension in old age. The ranking shows 
countries’ position on the overall index, 
comparing them by low-, lower middle-, upper 
middle- and high-income status.8  A detailed 
table of the information used to develop the 
index can be found in Annex 1.9  

Most countries with the highest scores 
provide universal or near-universal coverage 
of older persons aged 65 years and above. 
Twenty-six countries obtain a score above 20. 
The highest score of 35.4 is found in Lesotho, 
a lower middle-income country that provides 
all citizens aged 70 years or above, not in 
receipt of a civil service pension, with a flat-
rate transfer of 700 maloti (US$ 48),  which 
is equivalent to 42.2 per cent of GDP per 
capita. While the pension scheme – with an 
eligibility age of 70 years – does not reach

7 It should be borne in mind that many social insurance pensions are part-funded from generation taxation. 
8 Note: Income classification is based on the World Bank list of Economies (June 2020). 
9 Note: The overview includes all countries known to provide a social pension, or a minimum income guarantee as part of a broader pension system that is not  
  dependent on past contributions, according to information from global databases including: OECD 2017; International Labour Organization 2017; International Labour 
  Organization 2018;  HelpAge International Pension Watch Social pensions database, at http://www.pension-watch.net/social-pensions-database/social-pensions-
  database--/. While some information has been gathered on Singapore and Venezuela, they are missing from the overview due to challenges in obtaining reliable 
  pension information or global economic indicators.

http://www.pension-watch.net/social-pensions-database/social-pensions-   database--/
http://www.pension-watch.net/social-pensions-database/social-pensions-   database--/
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FIGURE 1: GLOBAL OVERVIEW OF PENSION SYSTEMS AND THEIR EFFECTIVENESS IN 
GUARANTEEING CITIZENS WITH A MINIMUM PENSION
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from UNDESA’s World Population Prospects database. For countries with a lower eligibility age, where estimated coverage 
of the population aged 65 years and above or age disaggregated data on recipients is not available, the index includes 
pension recipients below the age of 65 years. Details on the eligibility age and coverage of each system can be found in the 
MIOA database at: https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/pensions-database-march-2021/. When coverage estimates are 
available, it is assumed that the coverage rate is similar for the 65+ group. For example, if a pension system reaches those 
aged 60 years and above, and coverage is 90 per cent, it is assumed that coverage is the same for those aged 65 years and 

https://www.developmentpathways.co.uk/pensions-database-march-2021/
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100 per cent coverage as measured by the 
index, it still reaches 84 per cent over 65s 
and achieves the highest score due to its high 
transfer value. 

The second highest score of 35.3 is found in 
New Zealand which has a two-tiered pension 
system built on the Superannuation pension, 
a universal flat-rate social pension offering a 
benefit equivalent to around 35.3 per cent of 
GDP per capita. 

Brazil has the fourth highest score of 30.9.  
Through a combination of the tax-financed 
social pension (Benefício de Prestação 
Continuada) and the social insurance system 
(Regime Geral de Previdência Social), Brazil’s 
pension system reaches 89 per cent of people 
over 65 years and guarantees all pension 
recipients the equivalent of at least the legal 
minimum wage, valued at 34.7 per cent of 
GDP per capita. 

The highest rated high-income countries 
are Belgium (3rd), the Netherlands (5th) and 
Canada (6th), which all provide universal 
pension entitlement programmes offering a 
minimum income guarantee equivalent to 
around 30 per cent of GDP per capita. Many 
well-performing countries are in Europe, 
including France, Austria and Germany.  

A number of smaller island economies with 
universal flat rate social pension schemes, 
including Seychelles, Aruba, the Cook Islands, 
Barbados and the Maldives, also obtain some 
of the highest scores.

Importantly, not all of the highest ranked 
countries are high-income countries. In fact, 
out of the 26 countries scoring above 20, 16 
are high-income, seven are upper middle-
income and three are lower middle-income
countries. In addition to Lesotho, other lower
middle-income countries that score highly 
are Nepal (20th) and Uzbekistan (23rd). Nepal 
significantly increased the value of its social

pension in 2019, from 2,000 (US$ 17) to 3,000 
(US$ 26) Rupees, which is equivalent to 29.6 
per cent of GDP per capita. Nepal has a score 
of 21.9 through its universal social pension 
for over-70s, the Old Age Allowance, which 
reaches 74 per cent of older persons aged 65 
years or above.10 Uzbekistan has a score of 
21.2, with coverage of 91 per cent of over 65s: 
it invests nearly seven per cent of GDP in its 
old age pension system, mainly through social 
insurance.

There are 34 countries that score between 
10 and 20. This includes a mix of countries in 
terms of their relative wealth. It includes 19 
high-income countries, eight upper middle-
income countries and six lower middle-
income countries, most of whom achieve high 
coverage. Tajikistan is the only low-income 
country within this range, with a score of 17.1.

While many of the highest ranked countries 
include low- and middle-income countries, 
there are also a significant number of high-
income countries that score comparatively 
low on the MIOA index. Out of 51 countries 
with a score below 10, 12 are high-
income. Many of these countries achieve 
high coverage and offer higher levels of 
income security for workers in the formal 
sector who can afford higher savings and 
contributions. However, they offer limited 
protection to those who have not made 
formal contributions, which presents 
significant challenges for workers in the 
informal economy as well as domestic and 
care workers – many of whom are women – 
that do not have access to formal insurance 
mechanisms. Therefore, the MIOA index offers 
a different ranking in comparison to the 
Mercer GPI, a global comparison of pension 
systems which places a higher emphasis on 
pension coverage in the formal private sector 
(see Box 2).

10 Some categories of the population – such as Dalits and those in the Karnali region – can receive the pension at 60 years. 
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BOX 2: COMPARISON BETWEEN THE MIOA INDEX AND THE MERCER GLOBAL 
PENSION INDEX

The MIOA index combines a measure of coverage and adequacy of the minimum pension amount that is 
guaranteed by the pension system. Its aim, therefore, differs from the Mercer Global Pension Index (GPI), an index 
which offers a comparison of 39 retirement systems across the world. The Mercer GPI presents a weighted average 
of three sub-indices, measuring adequacy, sustainability and integrity of the pension system. While the sub-index 
of adequacy takes into account the minimum pension, the total Mercer index includes a much larger number of 
variables that favours systems with smaller tax-financed pension benefits and larger private pensions schemes. As 
a result, pension systems  that score high on the Mercer index are not primarily ranked based on equity in pension 
access and the ability of the state to guarantee a minimum pension income. For example, while the Mercer GPI 
takes into account pension benefits for carers as a means of assessing the effectiveness of systems to address 
the gender gap, it does not take into account the gender inequities resulting from systems that primarily rely on 
previous earnings, which are more likely to provide men with higher incomes in old age compared to women. 

Figure 2 shows a comparison of the results of the MIOA index and the Mercer GPI, based on 36 countries which 
are included in both indices. It shows a comparison between the ranking of these 36 countries in the MIOA index, 
and the ranking provided by the Mercer GPI which gives a score between 0 and 100. While it shows a correlation 
coefficient of around 0.24, and both indices give a number of countries a similarly high ranking – in particularly 
pension systems in high-income countries which provide universal access to a State pension – there are significant 
differences between the two rankings. Many countries that score high on the Mercer GPI would not score high 
when only the coverage of the system and the minimum pension amount is regarded. For example, Israel and Chile 
have relatively high and scores on the Mercer index. In the same ranking of countries for the MIOA index, these 
countries have significantly lower scores, with a score of 10.7 and 10.1, respectively, on the MIOA index. While both 
systems achieve high coverage of at least 80 per cent of the population aged 65 years and above, the minimum 
pension amount is relatively low, at 11.9 and 12.6 per cent of GDP per capita, respectively. 

FIGURE 2: COMPARISON BETWEEN THE RANKING OF COUNTRIES IN THE MIOA 
INDEX AND MERCER GPI
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Source: Mercer et al. (2020). Note: Figure 2 compares 36 countries that are included in both indices. Three countries 
included in the Mercer GPI are not compared, including Japan and Saudi Arabia who are not known to provide a social 
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Among the 21 lowest scoring countries – 
those scoring under five – three are high 
income (Saint Kitts and Nevis, Hong Kong 
and Panama), eight are upper middle-income, 
nine are lower middle-income, and one is a 
low-income country. Some countries have 
low scores despite having high coverage. This 
is the result of providing very low transfer 
values for their social pensions. For example, 
a number of countries in Asia – such as China, 
Hong Kong, and Thailand – rely more heavily 
on individual retirement accounts and savings 
schemes, while their social pension schemes 
offer very low transfer values. For example, 
the minimum transfer provided through Hong 
Kong’s Old Age Allowance is equivalent to 4.3 
per cent of GDP per capita while China’s is 
only 1.7 per cent of GDP per capita.11 
Viet Nam, with a score of 2.4, offers a 
combination of a social pension and a social 
insurance pension, but only reaches 43.2 per 
cent of the population aged 65 years and 
above, due to the high eligibility age of 80 
years for the social pension (although some 
provinces have adopted a lower eligibility 
age). Thailand’s pension-tested Old Age 
Allowance has an eligibility age of 60 years 
but offers a low minimum income but offers 
a low minimum income equivalent to 3.0 per 
cent of GDP per capita. However, the value 
increases as recipients age.

BOX 3: THE TARGETING EFFECTIVENESS 
OF OLD AGE PENSIONS IN SOUTH ASIA 

A number of countries in South Asia, including 
Bangladesh, India and Sri Lanka, have some of the 
least effective pension systems – as measured by the 
MIOA index – as a result of the systems being poverty 
targeted. These countries reach approximately 52 per 
cent, 27 per cent and 39 per cent of older persons, 
respectively. Despite aiming to reach those living 
in poverty, the schemes do not effectively reach the 
most vulnerable older people. For example, India’s 
Old Age Pension aims to reach older persons aged 60 
years and above living in poverty. However, it is found 
to exclude 68 per cent of its intended recipients. 
Similarly, Sri Lanka’s Senior Citizens’ Allowance 
excludes 58 per cent of eligible older persons while 
the Old Age Allowance in Bangladesh, which targets 
the "extreme poor", contains high exclusion errors 
(merely half of the transfers reached those living 
below the poverty line). Bangladesh also offers 
one of the lowest transfers in the world, at 4.1 per 
cent of GDP per capita. In contrast, Nepal’s Old Age 
Allowance reaches all older persons aged 70 years 
and above with a transfer of 29.6 per cent of GDP per 
capita, resulting in a score of 21.9 on the MIOA. In 
2011, the scheme was estimated to reduce old age 
poverty by 20 per cent. 

Sources: Kidd and Athias (2020); Kidd and Khondker 
(2013); Kidd, Calder and Wylde (2011).

Countries with the lowest scores tend to 
offer poverty-targeted old age pensions 
alongside low transfer values, including a 
number of countries in South Asia (see Box 
3). The lowest index scores, at 0.5 and 0.4, are 
obtained by India and Colombia. India’s Indira 
Gandhi National Old Age Pension Scheme, 
which targets older persons living in poverty, 
provides a transfer equivalent to only 1.7 
per cent of GDP per capita while the system 
reaches just 27 per cent of over 65s. Similarly, 
Sri Lanka’s Senior Citizens’ Allowance aims to 
reach older persons aged 70 years and above 
living in poverty and provides a pension 
transfer equivalent to 3.2 per cent of GDP per

Countries with the 
lowest scores tend to

offer poverty-targeted 
old age pensions

alongside low transfer 
values. 

‘‘

11 OECD IOPS (2011), Asian Development Bank (2009); Cai et al. (2012); 
    Vilela (2013); Zhang & Wu (2016).

‘‘
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capita. However, the entire system reaches 
only 50 per cent of over 65s. Colombia 
provides a transfer equivalent to 2.3 per 
cent of GDP per capita and reaches just 19 
per cent of over 65s. Besides Colombia, a 
number of countries in Latin America and the 
Caribbean with poverty-targeted schemes 
also obtain low scores, including El Salvador, 
Panama, Peru, Dominican Republic and 
Guatemala.

COMPARING REGIONS ACROSS 
THE WORLD
Figure 3 indicates the average scores on the
MIOA index across regions of the world. 
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FIGURE 3: AVERAGE SCORE ON THE MIOA INDEX BY REGION

Source: The Minimum Income in Old Age Index (MIOA)

FIGURE 4: MAP WITH OVERVIEW OF MIOA INDEX SCORES ACROSS THE WORLD

Source: The Minimum Income in Old Age Index (MIOA). Note: For countries indicated in grey, no data has been obtained.

Measured across nine countries, Oceania has 
the highest average score of 16.7, which is 
closely followed by 31 countries in Europe 
(16.6) and three countries in North America 
(16.0). The lowest scores are obtained by 
the 29 countries in Asia, either because they 
depend on poverty-targeted social pensions 
and/or low minimum pension transfer.

However, Figure 4 provides a more nuanced 
overview of the MIOA index scores across 
countries in the World. The darker the shade 
of the country, the higher the score on the 
MIOA index. While countries across Latin 
America and the Caribbean have a relatively
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FIGURE 5: PROPORTION OF COUNTRIES IN DIFFERENT SCORE RANGES, CLASSIFIED 
BY INCOME STATUS

low average score of 11.3, the region also has 
some of the highest scores obtained by Brazil 
(30.9), Aruba (28.7) and Barbados (23.5). In 
contrast, many countries in the region, such as 
Colombia, El Salvador and Peru, have some of 
the lowest scores as a result of systems with 
very low coverage and transfers. However, as 
shown by the map, it needs to be borne in 
mind that many countries across the world 
are not included in the index because they 
do not provide any form of minimum pension 
scheme. As a result, no data is obtained for 
many countries in Africa and the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region. 

IS AN EFFECTIVE PENSION 
SYSTEM AFFORDABLE?
A key lesson from the index is that an 
effective pension system does not depend 
on a country’s wealth. A number of low- and 
middle-income countries have built effective
pension systems by establishing universal 
minimum income guarantees.  Figure 5 
indicates different ranges of scores and the
proportion of countries – classified by wealth
status – within each score range. Across all

countries in the MIOA index, 42 per cent are 
high-income, 36 per cent are upper middle-
income, 19 per cent are lower middle-income 
and 3 per cent are low-income countries. 
Within the range of countries scoring above 
20, a large proportion (62 per cent) are high-
income. However, many high-income countries 
also have scores below 15, while a significant 
proportion of scores above 15 are obtained 
by lower middle-income countries. Among the 
countries scoring between 15-20, 47 per cent 
are low- and middle-income countries. 

Source: The Minimum Income in Old Age Index (MIOA). 

A key lesson from the index 
is that an effective pension 
system does not depend on 
a country’s wealth. A number 
of low- and middle-income 
countries have built effective 
pension systems by establishing 
universal minimum income 
guarantees. 
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To illustrate this further, Figure 6 examines 
whether there is a relationship between 
countries’ wealth and their MIOA index scores. 
It shows that there is no correlation between 
a country’s wealth and its score on the index. 
Countries in the top left-hand quadrant are 
high-income countries with low scores, while 
those in the bottom right-hand quadrant 
are low- and middle-income countries with 
relatively high scores.  

Nonetheless, the majority of low- and lower 
middle-income countries in the world do 
not provide any form of minimum pension 
scheme at all, while some only provide 
limited protection of the old age population 
through poverty targeted schemes which 
have low coverage and provide low transfers.

While the availability of resources for social 
protection is understandably a challenge 
for providing income security in old age, 
a number of countries on the MIOA index 
indicate that good systems can be affordable.
For example, a growing number of countries 
in Africa and Asia, such as Lesotho and Nepal, 
have universal pensions systems that offer 
everyone a minimum income in old age, 
recognising that a pension is a core public 
service that helps strengthen the social 
contract. 

FIGURE 6: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE MIOA INDEX AND NATIONAL INCOME 
(GDP, EXPRESSED IN 2011 PPP INTERNATIONAL $), 2020
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While the availability of 
resources for social protection is 
understandably a challenge for 
providing income security in old 
age, a number of countries on the 
MIOA index indicate that good 
systems can be affordable.
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Indeed, as Figure 7 indicates, historical data 
shows that at the time of the introduction of 
social pensions across the world, all countries 
– including high-income countries – had a 
GDP per capita that was similar to the current 
level of GDP per capita of many low- and 
lower middle-income countries. For example, 
Sri Lanka, Indonesia and Colombia – which 
have means-tested pensions that obtain some 
of the lowest scores on the MIOA index – 
currently have a GDP per capita that is much 
higher than the level of wealth of the first 
countries which introduced universal social 
pensions during the late 19th and early 20th 
century.

CONCLUSION
The MIOA index provides an overview of 
pension systems globally, in terms of their 
coverage and the level of minimum pension 
income provided by the system. Both are 
key determinants for a pension’s impact on 
older citizen’s wellbeing and reduction in 
old age poverty. The results of the MIOA 
index illustrate that an increasing number 
of countries in Africa and Asia are building 
inclusive pensions systems by implementing 
universal social pension which achieve high 
coverage. The most prominent example is 
Lesotho which has the highest score on the
index by also providing a very high transfer 

FIGURE 7: GDP PER CAPITA (FIXED US$ PPP) AT TIME OF THE INTRODUCTION OF 
SOCIAL PENSIONS ACROSS THE WORLD

level. However, while this paper highlights a 
positive progression across many countries, it 
also shows that a large number of countries 
do not provide any form of minimum pension 
scheme and are, as a result, not included in 
the index. Nonetheless, the success stories 
among low- and middle-income countries 
demonstrates that it is affordable to build 
inclusive pension systems. 

In order to guarantee all citizens with an 
adequate minimum pension in old age, 
countries should ideally strive to achieve a 
score of 15, by guaranteeing all older persons 
aged 65 years and above with a minimum 
pension equal to 15 per cent of GDP per 
capita. While most countries are still far 
below this score, a number of middle-income 
countries such as Mongolia and Bolivia have 
achieved similar scores, which demonstrates 
that this goal should be within the reach of 
many countries.

While the MIOA index currently offers a 
snapshot in time, it should also serve as a 
tool to continuously monitor the progress of 
countries in building more inclusive pensions 
over time. Therefore, the author welcomes 
any corrections and suggestions to feed into 
updated versions of the index. 

Source: Created based on data from HelpAge Pension Watch Social pensions database, available at: http://www.pension-
watch.net/social-pensions-database/social-pensions-database--/. 
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ANNEX 1   DETAILED OVERVIEW OF THE INDEX OF PENSION    
            EFFECTIVENESS

Number Country Scheme name (social pension) Minimum 
income 

guarantee 
(% GDP per 

capita)

Pension 
system 

coverage (% 
population 

aged 65+ 
receiving a 

pension)

Index score

1 Lesotho Old Age Pension 42.19% 84.0% 35.42

2 New Zealand Superannuation 35.32% 100.0% 35.32

3 Belgium IGO/GRAPA (Income Guarantee for the Elderly) 33.10% 98.1% 32.46

4 Brazil Beneficio de Prestacao Continuada 34.65% 89.2% 30.91

5 Netherlands Old age pension 29.64% 100.0% 29.64

6 Canada Pension de la Securite Vieillesse/Old Age 
Security Pension

29.93% 97.9% 29.29

7 Aruba Pensioen di biehes AOV 28.67% 100.0% 28.67

8 France Allocation de Solidarité aux Personnes Agées 
(ASPA)

28.48% 100.0% 28.48

9 Malta Non Contributory Age Pension 26.24% 100.0% 26.24

10 Seychelles Old age pension 26.18% 100.0% 26.18

11 Cook Islands Old Age Pension 26.17% 100.0% 26.17

12 Austria Ausgleichszulage (Austrian Compensatory 
Supplement)

25.32% 100.0% 25.32

13 Germany Needs-based pension supplement 
(Grundsicherung im Alter)

24.49% 100.0% 24.49

14 Kosovo Old age "basic pension" 23.99% 100.0% 23.99

15 Barbados Non-contributory Old Age Pension 32.38% 72.4% 23.46

16 Australia Age Pension 23.02% 100.0% 23.02

17 Greece Pension to uninsured elderly 26.80% 85.2% 22.82

18 Guyana Old Age Pension 22.64% 100.0% 22.64

19 Finland Kansanelake (Old Age Pension) 22.37% 100.0% 22.37

20 Nepal Old Age Allowance 29.57% 73.9% 21.85

21 Georgia Old Age Pension 21.90% 99.0% 21.68

22 Maldives Senior Citizen Allowance 23.43% 90.9% 21.29

23 Uzbekistan Old age social pension 23.33% 91.0% 21.23

24 Sweden Garantipension 20.84% 100.0% 20.84

25 Argentina Pensiones Asistenciales 20.20% 100.0% 20.20

26 United Kingdom Pension credit (Guarantee Credit) 20.01% 100.0% 20.01

27 Poland Targeted pension 22.91% 86.2% 19.74

28 South Africa Older Persons Grant 23.43% 84.0% 19.68

29 Trinidad and 
Tobago

Senior Citizens' Pension 19.57% 100.0% 19.57

30 Namibia Old Age Pension (OAP) 19.15% 100.0% 19.15

31 Italy Assegno sociale (Social Allowance) 18.86% 100.0% 18.86

32 Suriname Algemene Oudedags Voorzieningsfonds 18.62% 100.0% 18.62

33 Denmark Folkpension (national pension) 18.90% 96.0% 18.13

34 Nauru Elderly Allowance 21.43% 84.3% 18.07

35 Cabo Verde Pensão Social mínima 20.47% 87.0% 17.82
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36 Mauritius Basic Retirement Pension 17.47% 100.0% 17.47

37 Timor-Leste Support allowance for the elderly 17.43% 100.0% 17.43

38 Uruguay Programa de Pensiones No-Contributivas 23.56% 73.3% 17.26

39 Switzerland Extraordinary pension 17.18% 100.0% 17.18

40 Iceland lífeyristryggingar almannatrygginga (National 
Basic Pension)

25.75% 66.6% 17.15

41 Tajikistan Old age pension 17.14% 100.0% 17.14

42 Cyprus Social Pension 16.96% 94.0% 15.94

43 Bolivia Renta Dignidad or Renta Universal de Vejez 16.68% 92.0% 15.34

44 Mongolia Social welfare pension 15.32% 100.0% 15.32

45 Kiribati Elderly Fund 26.73% 56.9% 15.21

46 Albania Social Pension 14.98% 100.0% 14.98

47 Norway Grunnpensjon (Basic Pension) 14.63% 97.7% 14.30

48 Armenia Old Age Social Pension 13.89% 100.0% 13.89

49 Samoa Senior Citizens Benefit 14.59% 94.2% 13.75

50 Kyrgyzstan Social assistance allowance (old age) 13.48% 100.0% 13.48

51 Ireland State pension (non-contributory) 17.20% 76.2% 13.11

52 United States of 
America

Old Age Supplementary Security Income 14.21% 84.6% 12.01

53 Spain Pension no Contributiva de Jubilacion 17.31% 69.2% 11.97

54 Iraq Social Welfare Programme Old Age Allowance 14.50% 79.8% 11.58

55 Slovenia State pension 11.24% 100.0% 11.24

56 Estonia National Pension 11.12% 100.0% 11.12

57 Azerbaijan Social Allowance (Old Age) 10.85% 100.0% 10.85

58 Portugal Pensao Social de Velhice (Old Age Social 
Pension)

12.00% 89.6% 10.76

59 Israel Special old age benefit 11.85% 89.9% 10.66

60 Chile Sistema de pensiones solidarias (vejez) - 
Includes the Pensión Básica Solidaria de 
Vejez (PBS-Vejez) and the Aporte Previsional 
Solidario de Vejez (APS-Vejez)

12.63% 79.7% 10.06

61 Bahamas Old Age Non-Contributory Pension (OANCP) 9.88% 100.0% 9.88

62 Mozambique Programa de Subsido Social Basico (PSSB) 
(Basic Social Subsidy Programme)

21.34% 45.3% 9.67

63 Costa Rica Programa Regimen No Contributivo 22.87% 41.7% 9.55

64 Bulgaria Social Old Age Pension 9.42% 100.0% 9.42

65 Belarus Social Pension 9.34% 100.0% 9.34

66 Turkmenistan Social Allowance 9.00% 100.0% 9.00

67 Russian 
Federation

State Social Pension 8.79% 100.0% 8.79

68 Kenya Inua Jamii Senior Citizens' Scheme 12.95% 63.7% 8.25

69 Lithuania Old age social assistance pension 8.18% 100.0% 8.18

70 Eswatini Old Age Grant 8.05% 100.0% 8.05

71 Turkey Means-tested Old Age Pension 7.98% 100.0% 7.98

72 Hungary Idoskoruak jaradeka (Old Age Allowance) 7.95% 100.0% 7.95

73 Paraguay Pensión alimentaria para las personas adultas 
mayores

18.75% 41.9% 7.86

74 Fiji Social Pension Scheme 8.78% 86.7% 7.61
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75 Botswana State old age pension 7.56% 100.0% 7.56

76 Brunei Darussalam Old Age Pension 7.25% 100.0% 7.25

77 Korea, Dem. Rep. Basic old-age pension 6.87% 100.0% 6.87

78 Bermuda Non-contributory old age pension 6.80% 100.0% 6.80

79 Saint Vincent and 
the Grenadines

Elderly Assistance Benefit 8.94% 72.9% 6.52

80 Tonga Social Welfare Scheme 9.75% 66.5% 6.49

81 Algeria Allocation forfaitaire de solidarité 8.39% 74.7% 6.27

82 Antigua and 
Barbuda

Old Age Assistance Programme 6.26% 100.0% 6.26

83 Jamaica The Programme for Advancement through 
Health and Education (PATH)

12.12% 51.5% 6.24

84 Belize Non-Contributory Pension Programme 
(NCP)

12.18% 51.2% 6.23

85 Mexico Pensión para Adultos Mayores 7.88% 79.1% 6.23

86 Kazakhstan State Basic Pension 5.48% 100.0% 5.48

87 Malaysia Bantuan Orang Tua 9.02% 58.0% 5.23

88 Latvia State social security benefit 5.03% 100.0% 5.03

89 Taiwan Old Age Basic Guarantee Pension 5.77% 87.1% 5.03

90 Tuvalu Senior Citizen Scheme 13.76% 34.6% 4.77

91 Uganda Senior Citizens' Grant 9.59% 48.0% 4.61

92 Guatemala Programa de aporte economico o del 
Adulto Mayor

13.35% 33.8% 4.51

93 Ecuador Pension para Adultos Mayores (Pension for 
Older People)

9.60% 46.0% 4.42

94 Saint Kitts and 
Nevis

Old age social assistance pension 6.21% 59.9% 3.72

95 Moldova, Rep. of State Social Allocation for Elderly Persons 3.45% 100.0% 3.45

96 Hong Kong SAR Normal/higher old age allowance 4.30% 74.4% 3.20

97 Thailand Old Age Allowance 2.99% 100.0% 2.99

98 Dominican 
Republic

Programa Nonagenarios (Nonagarians 
Programme) 

25.74% 11.0% 2.83

99 Panama 120 a los 65 8.86% 31.7% 2.81

100 Peru Pension 65 6.29% 42.3% 2.66

101 Viet Nam Social Assistance benefit 5.54% 43.2% 2.39

102 Egypt Social Solidarity allowance 10.06% 22.8% 2.30

103 Philippines Social Pension 3.67% 53.9% 1.98

104 China Basic Pension 1.67% 100.0% 1.67

105 Ukraine Social pension + social pension supplement 6.10% 25.2% 1.54

106 Sri Lanka Senior Citizens' Allowance 3.18% 39.1% 1.24

107 Indonesia Asistensi Sosial Usia Lanjut (ASLUT) (Social 
Assistance for Older Persons)

5.00% 20.2% 1.01

108 El Salvador Pension para Adultos Mayores (Pension for 
Older People)

14.97% 6.5% 0.97

109 Bangladesh Old Age Allowance 4.11% 18.0% 0.74

110 India Indira Gandhi National Old Age Pension 
Scheme

1.68% 27.3% 0.46

111 Colombia Programa Colombia Mayor 2.30% 19.0% 0.44
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Our Social Policy Specialist, Anh Tran, gathers data from a range of sources to provide a 
snapshot of the world’s pension systems in terms of their ability to guarantee the old age 
population with a minimum pension. This is grounded in her work on social protection policy 
from an inclusive citizenship approach. She argues that States must recognise all citizens’ 
contributions to society, even if our labour markets and economies fail to recognise them. 
With the Minimum Income in Old Age (MIOA) Index, she aims to provide a tool for knowledge 
sharing, and calls upon governments - with the support of international agencies - to guarantee 
all citizens with access to a minimum income in old age.


