
 Miguel Niño-Zarazúa
Editor

Welfare and 
Redistributive 
Effects of Social 
Assistance 
in the Global 
South

A Supplement to Vol. 45, 2019

POPULATION
AND
DEVELOPMENT
REVIEW

W
elfare an

d
 R

ed
istrib

u
tive E

ffects of Social A
ssistan

ce in
 th

e G
lob

al Sou
th

N
iñ

o
-Z

arazú
a

P
op

u
lation

 C
ou

n
cil

Social protection systems remain limited in the Global South, particularly in low- and 

lower middle-income countries where subsistence agriculture and informality continue 

to play a large role in survival strategies.  Major advances in health sciences and public 

health innovations over past decades have improved child survival as well as survival 

into old age, placing pressure on limited and fragile public resources to simultaneously 

respond to the needs of families with children and a growing aging population.  Against 

this background, social assistance emerged as a new paradigm in the fi ght against 

poverty and vulnerability, expanding rapidly since the turn of the century from no more 

than 80 programs in 2000 to about 180 programs currently operating in 130 low- and 

middle-income countries.

Yet, how effective social assistance systems have been as a redistributive policy tool, 

and the extent to which the design features of programs can address the structural roots 

of poverty and inequality, are widely debated issues. We have limited knowledge on 

the redistributive effects of social assistance, especially between generations, and the 

potential incentives and distortion mechanisms that these programs can generate in 

labor markets. Moreover, we know very little about the longer-term and gender-specifi c 

welfare effects of social assistance. 

The eight studies that constitute this supplement to Population and Development Review 

lie at the core of the current research frontier on social protection in the Global South, 

and came about as a result of UNU-WIDER project “The Economics and Politics of Social 

Protection”—which took an integrated approach to the study of taxation and social 

protection systems in developing countries. The collection was conceptualized during 

discussions in a Symposium organized in Mexico City on February 12–14, 2016, and 

then shaped in a subsequent meeting in Maputo on July 5–6, 2017, at the UNU-WIDER 

conference on public economics for development. Covering social assistance programs 

in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, these studies examine redistributive effects and 

longer-term and gendered welfare effects.  Taken as a collection, they indicate that today, 

social assistance systems not only face the challenge of improving education and health 

outcomes among children, providing old-age income, or protecting vulnerable groups 

against income shocks, but perhaps more importantly, fi nding ways to support more 

transformative and lasting third-order social impacts. 
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the United Nations University World Institute for Development Economics Research 
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