
1 Introduction

Globally, the meaning of social protection is highly
contested, with many institutions and countries
defining it differently. As a term, it was popularised
by Karl Polanyi (1944) in The Great Transformation
although he understood it very broadly as anything
undertaken by the state to protect its citizens. Over
the past 25 years, the term has become commonly
used within international development.

Given that there are multiple definitions of social
protection, the term does not fulfil a basic rule of
language which is that, when one person uses a
word or term, the listener should impute the same
meaning. If meanings of words differ between a
speaker and listener, then communication –
through mutual understanding – becomes
challenging.

It is, therefore, essential to have a clearly
understood definition of social protection, so it can
be communicated easily and effectively to policy
makers and the public. It is also important to move
beyond a conceptual definition and ensure that
social protection, and its component parts, are
recognised as systems and essential public services
– in effect, sectors of government – as are health
and education.

2 The definition of social protection as a
system of public services

The definition of social protection used by Shamil
outlines both the aim of social protection and an
operational definition that focuses on how social
protection comprises two core public services. It is
derived from international standards of
classification of public services, in line with those
outlined in the Atkinson Review (2005), which
classified areas of public service expenditure for
the UK government.¹ 

The Definition of Social Protection

¹ 

An effective social protection system aims to help
address risks and shocks that individuals face
across the lifecycle by ensuring income security and
consumption-smoothing for all members of society,
and additional care and support that is specifically
tailored to the requirements of the most vulnerable
individuals and families.

Social protection is defined as comprising two
essential public services: the social security system,
which offers income transfers to individuals across
the lifecycle; and the system of social services
which provides individuals and families with access
to social work support and accompanying social
care (Figure 1). Each area is described in more
detail below.
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Figure 1: The definition of social protection as two
essential public services

2.1 The social security system

The social security system includes the set of
income transfers that states offer to their citizens
and legal residents. The social security system is
multi-tiered, comprising three basic tiers, as Figure
2 highlights:

Tier one comprises tax-financed schemes which
are financed from general government
revenues and, therefore, contributed to by all
members of society. When designed well, tax-
financed social security schemes should ensure
that everyone in society can access a minimum
income throughout their lives. Sometimes, the
delivery of tax-financed schemes is delegated
to a para-statal organisation.



Tier two comprises state-managed schemes
that are financed from the contributions of
employees and employers. They can be either
designed as social insurance schemes – which
have some element of solidarity and sharing
within them – or as private accounts for
individuals. Contributions are usually
mandatory for everyone in employment but, in
some countries, those in self-employment may
be permitted to make voluntary contributions.
The management of schemes can be delegated
to a para-statal organisation, ideally, the same
organisation delivering the tax-financed
schemes as part of a multi-tiered system.

·Tier three comprises voluntary contributory
schemes that are managed by the private sector
but regulated by the government. They are
often provided by employers.

Most mature social security systems address the
risks that individuals face across the lifecycle
through schemes such as child, disability,
unemployment, sickness, parental and old age
benefits, among others. They are often
complemented by small, residual programmes
aimed at families or households living in poverty.
Benefits for those of working age – such as
unemployment schemes – are often integrated
with active labour market programmes to help
people access decent work. A well-designed social
security system is naturally shock responsive.

Shamil Briefs: Paper 1
February 2024

2.2 Social Services 

Social services are underpinned by a national social
work system that comprises professionals who work
closely with vulnerable families and individuals to
ensure that they can access the support they
require from the public sector. Services are often
divided between child services and adult services.
Social services also incorporate the provision of
social care – managed by the social work system –
which provide vulnerable individuals with care
support, either in the home through community
care workers or in institutional settings, such as
residential homes or day centres. 

Although social services are financed from general
government revenues, their administration is often
through local government, while the services can
be delivered by public, private or voluntary sectors.

Figure 2: The three basic tiers of a social security system

¹ Atkinson et al. (2005) classified four broad areas of public services: health, education, public order and safety, and social
protection.

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20160105160709/http:/www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/method-quality/specific/public-sector-methodology/articles/atkinson-review-final-report.pdf

