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Abstract

Social protection is essential in any society to mitigate vulnerabilities. Even though 

Bangladesh has made great strides in addressing deprivation, a significant proportion of 

the population still lives in poverty or is at risk, dealing with a variety of issues relating 

to age, gender, disability, and climate shocks. This study evaluates budgetary needs and 

potential resource mobilisation to assess the feasibility of universal social protection in 

Bangladesh. Drawing on insights from Key Informant Interview (KII) and secondary data 

from the International Labour Organization (ILO), Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS), 

and other sources, the analysis focuses on five key programmes identified in the social 

safety net budget including Old Age Allowance (OAA), Allowance for Widows, Destitute, 

and Deserted Women, Open Market Sales (OMS), Disability Allowance and Education 

Stipend, and Mother and Child Benefit (MCBP). Using the ILO Social Protection Floor 

cost calculator, the study provides estimates of the funding requirements to scale 

up universal schemes for children and orphans, as well as pensions. Building on these 

findings, the paper proposes a framework outlining potential financing sources and 

provides guidelines for implementing a Universal Pension Scheme and a Universal Child 

Benefit. The approach emphasises a gradual, phased expansion to achieve comprehensive 

universal protection. The paper’s originality lies in its proposed Universal Child Benefit 

framework, which identifies potential financial sources and delineates implementation 

processes by integrating insights from previous research with the ILO’s established 

multi-pillar pension model.
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1. Introduction

Social protection is essential in any society to cushion people from various vulnerabilities. 
According to the Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2022, 18.7 per cent of 
Bangladesh’s population falls below the upper poverty line (BBS, 2023). Generally, this number 
does not capture the full complexity of poverty, including dimensions such as disability, old age, 
discrimination, and climate shocks. In 2015, a comprehensive National Social Security Strategy 

2015). However, issues of overlapping programmes, leakages, exclusion, and inclusion errors 
continuously rendered such objectives ineffective and largely inadequate. This study aims to 
scrutinise the existing social security framework and assess how universal social protection can 

subsequent impacts. 

3.65 per day fell from 59.3 per cent in 2010 to 29.3 per cent in 2022 (BBS, 2023). Similarly, the 
percentage of vulnerable populations decreased from 19.1 per cent in 2010 to 15.2 per cent in 

total of 33.9 per cent of the population remains poor and vulnerable (BBS, 2023). Several factors, 
including age, gender, ethnicity, disability, locality, along with many other determinants, contribute 
to this complex scenario of poverty and vulnerability in Bangladesh (Sida, 2024; Razzaque M. , 
2025). Moreover, the dynamics of poverty are increasingly shifting towards urban areas. Poverty 
is no longer only a rural issue. In fact, challenges such as gender-based violence, inequality, skill 
mismatches in the labour market, inadequate safety nets for the elderly and children living in 
slum areas, and the adverse impacts of climate change are increasing in the urban areas, thus 

(Sida, 2024). 

objectives and were divided among 27 different divisions at various hierarchies (Ministry 

programmes was reduced to 99 and redistributed among 24 departments. While this may 

fund transfers, and the absence of digital infrastructure (Razzaque, Ehsan, & Bhuiyan, 2020). 

2030 achieve substantial coverage of the poor and vulnerable’ (Rutkowski & Ortiz, 2016). In these 
circumstances, the case for universal social protection is becoming stronger, as it can address 
many of the issues concerning Bangladesh’s social security. 
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In this consideration, this study addresses the following research questions:

towards universal protection?
ii) What are the estimates and funding requirements for establishing universal social protection 

Bangladesh?

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. Section 2 presents a review of the global 
literature on social protection programmes, highlighting the ongoing discourse between targeted 
and universal approaches. Section 3 provides an analysis of Bangladesh’s current social safety net 

programmes emphasised in this paper. Section 5 employs the International Labour Organization 

with policy recommendations.
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2. Global Evidence Regarding Social Protection Programmes

up to 3.8 billion people, are unprotected and do not have access to any social safety nets (ILO, 

everyone has equitable access to social protection throughout their life (USP2030, 2019). It 

contributory or non-contributory schemes, and programmes that build human capital and promote 
employment (USP2030, 2019). Universal social protection fosters social cohesiveness, lowers 
poverty and inequality, and enables people to improve their livelihoods while ensuring decent 
living and working conditions (USP2030, 2019). Through the improvement of human capital 
and the facilitation of investment in productive assets, universal social protection contributes 
to higher household income, consumption, and savings, thereby stimulating aggregate demand 
and bolstering individuals’ resilience to shocks and structural transformations (ILO, 2017). 
Consequently, it fosters greater productivity and employability. Universal coverage and access 
to social protection are pivotal in eradicating poverty and promoting shared prosperity, aligning 
with the World Bank’s twin goals for 2030 (ILO, 2017). It is important to note that ‘universal’ does 

than means-tested coverage. In practice, universality refers to broad population coverage rather 

need for adequate social protection, particularly for the most vulnerable and marginalised, as is 

poverty-alleviation programmes to comprehensive systems that ensure lifecycle protection. In 

of nationally appropriate social protection systems and measures for all, including social 

Building on this commitment, the Global Partnership for Universal Social Protection to Achieve 

promote universal access to social protection, following the model of the successful Universal 
Health Coverage (UHC2030) initiative co-led by the World Bank Group and the World Health 
Organization (WHO) (ILO, 2019). 

Universal social protection schemes were put in place by 36 countries (ILO, 2019). While some 
countries, such as Botswana and Timor-Leste, opted for immediate universal coverage, others, 
such as Brazil and Thailand, have started a gradual and progressive approach (ILO, 2019). This 
involves beginning with a combination of social insurance for employed individuals and social 
assistance for the poorest and most vulnerable populations. The system can subsequently be 
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expanded to encompass broader segments of society (ILO, 2019). The most common universal 
social protection found worldwide is the old-age pension scheme.

In this regard, the discourse between Universalism and Targeting offers various perspectives. A 

a targeted welfare system is more likely to favour the poor (Kenworthy, 2011; Marx, Salanauskaite, 

increased targeting could be an effective way to maintain or improve redistribution in the case 
of limited resources. The argument in support of targeted programmes arises due to budgetary 
constraints. Compared with universal protection programmes, targeted programmes require 

to allocate them to those most in need or the genuinely deserving poor. However, the biggest 
drawback of targeted programmes is their susceptibility to political interference and collusion 

support plays a crucial role in ensuring that assistance reaches those most in need. Another 

programmes are to achieve meaningful reductions in poverty and inequality (Korpi & Palme, 1998). 
This paradox arises because targeted programmes often fail to garner broad political support 
because they exclude the middle-income cohort, which contributes to the tax base but is not 

programmes suffer from exclusion errors and stigma and receive lower budget allocations. In 
contrast, universal programmes, by encompassing the middle class, generate stronger political 
coalitions that sustain higher levels of spending and broader coverage, ultimately achieving 
greater redistributive outcomes. A study using Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

poverty and higher overall redistribution compared to highly targeted programmes such as the 
United States and United Kingdom (Korpi & Palme, 1998). Similar patterns have been observed 
in developing countries as well, where studies have found that universal approaches to social 
protection are often more effective in achieving equitable and sustained reductions in poverty 
and inequality than targeted programmes (Mkandawire, 2005; Kidd & Athias, 2020). 

poor, as proposed in theoretical models to minimise both exclusion and inclusion errors, entails 
exceptionally high administrative costs and demands a level of institutional capacity that is often 
lacking in developing countries such as Bangladesh (Srivastava, 2004). Rampant poverty and weak 

social protection is that it eliminates the need for the periodic targeting census, which lowers the 
administrative costs of targeting (Hanna & Olken, 2018). Therefore, to increase social welfare 
and reduce inequalities, universal social welfare programmes seem to perform better.
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Nepal is an example of a country with a universal pension scheme in the South Asian region. The 

demonstrating that even low- and middle-income countries can establish broad-based social 

as the elderly, and ensuring political commitment to secure stable funding (HelpAge, 2009). 
Globally, similar approaches have been observed, where countries combine general revenue 

Another key issue in the economics of social protection concerns the selection among cash, 
voucher, and in-kind transfer modalities. While theoretical frameworks often advocate for 

food-based or commodity-oriented programmes over direct cash assistance (Khera, 2014). This 

for their intended purpose rather than being redirected to other expenditures. Contextual 
factors, such as the performance of existing distribution systems, also affect this preference 
(Khera, 2014). However, there is a broad body of literature and evidence on the success of cash 

Gilligan, Hoddinott, & Roy, 2014; Brauw, Gilligan, Hoddinott, & Roy, 2015; Neves, et al., 2022). 
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3. Current Scenario of Social Safety Net Programmes in 
Bangladesh

Existing studies on universal social protection in Bangladesh provide valuable insights into various 
aspects of social security and welfare. The NSSS of Bangladesh, adopted in 2015, aims to establish 
a lifecycle-based social protection system that provides safety across a vulnerable individual’s 
different life stages, such as childhood, motherhood, working age, and old age, and addresses life 
risks such as disability, covariate, and climate shocks. Programmes such as the Old Age Allowance 

Small-Scale Old Age and Widow Allowance in rural Bangladesh shows that recipients’ economic 

high in protein and an improvement in their health-related quality of life (BRAC, 2008). However, 
gaps exist in targeting and selection processes, with evidence of corruption and exclusion of the 
most vulnerable. 

eligibility requirements. Allowance levels should be raised and programmes expanded in 

the poor and marginalised communities. Past literature highlights barriers such as nepotism, 
favouritism, bribery, political considerations, and social marginalisation (Masud-All-Kamal & 
Saha, 2014; Waqas & Torre, 2019; Javed & Mumtaz, 2024; Subedi, 2025). Therefore, further 

programmes, highlighting their inadequacy in addressing vulnerable groups properly (Razzaque & 

(Razzaque & Hasan, 2023). Bangladesh’s current SSNPs landscape shows that the fragmentation 

programmes imposes administrative overhead costs on the government, ultimately reducing the 

has 99 disaggregated programmes and not 95. It should be noted that despite the focused and 
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and agricultural subsidies have increasingly consumed the SSNPs budget. Evidence shows that 
numerous small, overlapping programmes across multiple ministries and departments complicate 
the consolidation and monitoring of these programmes (Khatun & Saadat, 2018). Moreover, 
these programmes receive very limited allocations, which render them ineffective while tying up 

80 per cent of the SSNPs together account for only 11.75 per cent of the total SSNPs budget 

challenges. 

Although formal structures exist to oversee SSNPs operations, no single authority has the power 

manages the Government-to-Person (G2P) payment system, allocates funds, and prepares 
the annual list of social protection programmes (World Bank, 2021). However, despite this 
institutional framework, multiple agencies continue to implement programmes independently, 

delivery. Many ministries run their own SSNP programmes independently, often targeting similar 

Bank, 2021).

3.2 Skewed Budget Allocation

other programmes targeting the poor and vulnerable declined from 67 per cent to 40 per cent 

skewness persists in the current period. Among the 99 programmes, pension and agricultural 

minuscule part of the overall budget. 

The share allocated to programmes for the poor and vulnerable has decreased from 11 per cent 
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Figure 1: Distribution of Social Safety Net Allocation (as a share of total social safety net 
budget)

Source: Authors’ illustration based on data from the Ministry of Finance (MOF, 2025).
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per cent, respectively. Budgetary allocation for all other programmes increased from 50 to 40 per 

with relatively higher coverage and budget allocations, such as the Old Age Allowance and Widow 

transfers provided under the SSNPs are too small to cover basic needs and are not indexed for 

these programmes increase the budget. A substantial portion of SSNP resources is allocated to 

programmes intended to support women, improve education and skills, elevate livelihoods and 

Figure 3: Social Safety Net Allocation as a Share of the GDP
(in per cent)

Source: Authors’ illustration based on data from the Ministry of Finance (MOF, 2025).
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employment, and support agriculture were most affected (Table 1). Several essential programmes 
for women and children, particularly in climate resilience, health, technical education, and 
entrepreneurship, have been removed, suggesting a shift away from gender-focused SSNPs. 

Table 1: Thematic Clusters of Removed SSNPs From the Fy2025-26 Budget

Themes Number of Programmes removed

Women Empowerment 7

Education and Skills (including innovation) 7

Livelihood and Employment (general, social 
inclusion, labour, cottage industries)

7

7

Environment and Climate Resilience 4

Housing and Infrastructure 5

3

2

3

1

Source:
Note:
themes.

 

Savings Support, has been removed, increasing available resources (Table 1). National Savings 

private corporations. Therefore, all those receiving interest payments on national savings 

resources. Social safety nets are intended to protect poor and vulnerable groups, ensuring their 
access to necessities and supporting their overall well-being. When a disproportionate share of 
resources is directed towards programmes with limited pro-poor impact, the effectiveness of 
the overall social protection system is undermined, reducing its ability to address poverty and 
vulnerability in a meaningful way. As such, moving towards the Universal Protection Programme 
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SSNPs

among the population.

Past literature alludes to the presence of favouritism and bribery during the selection process of 

2024).  A previous study conducted in Bangladesh, comprising 3,322 households from 130 rural 
clusters, concluded that nepotism and the inability to pay a bribe or entrance fee were reasons 
for being excluded from the targeted SSNPs (Hossain, Begum, & Kaiser, 2021). According to HIES 

Table 2: Incidence of Informal Payments During Different Selection Methods

Selection method of individual 

 
Yes No Total

Applied and selected 279 3,815 4,094

Persuaded or someone referred 265 1,497 1,762

Selection committee selected 63 1,500 1,563

NGO selected 0 5 5

1 100 101

Other (specify) 0 33 33

Total 608 6,950 7,558

Source: Authors’ estimation based on HIES data (BBS, 2022).

A breakdown of the incidence of informal payments across programmes shows that the Old Age 

may be particularly vulnerable to petty corruption and gatekeeping by local intermediaries, 
possibly due to the programme’s large scale and popularity. When programmes are implemented 
through local power structures and operate on a large scale, gatekeeping frequently occurs. 
Intermediaries may use their position to restrict access to information, give preference to 
particular applicants, or require informal fees as a condition of enrolment. Since it is one of the 
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which in turn encourages informal payments. Compared to OAA, other specialised programmes 
targeting a narrow group of people face a lower incidence of informal payments for inclusion. Open 
Market Sales (OMS) has a 3 per cent incidence of informal payments, maternity programmes have 
a 26.8 per cent incidence, and disability allowance has a 16.7 per cent incidence (Table 3) (BBS, 

direct comparison inappropriate. Nonetheless, the observed pattern indicates that programmes 

and disability allowances, are particularly vulnerable to informal practices and opportunistic 
behaviour. This suggests that the nature of programme administration, rather than its scale alone, 

discretionary selection programmes and identify which nodes may accommodate leakages.

Table 3: Incidence of Informal Payments on Disaggregated Programme

individual is enrolled in Yes No Total

Elderly Allowance Act 247 1,274 1,521

91 426 517

86 382 468

0 1 1

Maternity Health Voucher 
Scheme

11 40 51

Maternity Allowance for 
Working Lactating Mother

7 9 16

2 55 57

Medical And Honorarium 0 16 16

8 211 219

29 184 213

18 222 240

4 105 109

Tracts Area
0 4 4

0 12 12

2 15 17

TR (Cash) 1 63 64

Employment Generation 
Programme for the Ultra Poo

0 15 15

OMS 7 203 210

(Table 3 contd.)



Financing Requirements and Future Outlook

13

individual is enrolled in Yes No Total

32 392 424

15 2,002 2,017

25 820 845

0 15 15

0 12 12

3 14 17

General Relief Activities 0 69 69

0 7 7

Interest Subsidy for Small and 0 6 6

Covid-19: Incentives 3 144 147

Agricultural Subsidy 1 19 20

0 1 1

0 7 7

0 2 2

Income Support Programme 2 4 6

Bangladesh Rural Water 0 10 10

Infrastructure And Quality 
Improvement Project

0 7 7

0 1 1

Asrayan-2 And 3 Project 1 3 4

Child Sensitive Social Protection 2 6 8

the Poor Women
1 8 9

Other (Specify) 10 164 174

Total 608 6,950 7,558

Source: Authors’ estimation based on HIES data (BBS, 2022).

for these two programmes. Subsequently, funds are transferred to the Upazila Social Services 

selected following submission of their respective applications. The Ward committee will then 

in accordance with the implementation manual for the programmes. Afterwards, the ward 

(Table 3 contd.)
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The Upazila Committee will serve as the appellate body, with the authority to approve the list of 

Selection and the Upazila Committee Selection.  In these two segments, there is scope for bribery 

evaluation. Moreover, because the existing grievance redressal system is not highly effective, 
such incidents of foul play often go unaddressed.

Figure 4 : OAA and Allowance for Widows, Destitute and Deserted Women Structure

Source: Authors’ illustration based on the Ministry of Social Welfare report (MoSW, 2025) and KII.

Policy and Budgeting (MoSW)

Fund Transfer to Upazila 
Social Services

Application Submission

Ward Committee Selection

Upazila Committee Selection 

Payment via G2P
(Bkash/Nagad)

Possibility of Leakage: Speed 
money payment to be included 

in the programme
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4.2 Open Market Sales (OMS)

urban poor is almost negligible. The OMS programme remains the main support mechanism in 
urban areas. Moreover, OMS trucks are typically deployed in convenient locations rather than in 
concentrated, labour-intensive areas where more people may be in need. 

According to key informant insights, the self-selection mechanism tends to favour individuals 
with lower opportunity costs of time, that is, those who can afford to queue for long hours. The 
design ignores demographics who are unable to stand in line for too long due to disability, age or 
pregnancy. The social stigma associated with purchasing goods from OMS trucks also hinders 

programme’s overall impact. The more pressing issue lies in leakages within the distribution chain, 

and accountability mechanisms.

programmes were previously carried out separately. Bangladesh’s 2021 National Survey on 

the people with disabilities remain uncovered (Table 4). Although this number is a rough estimate, 

Bangladesh

(2022) (2025-26) Disabilities rate (2021) Disabilities

165,158,616 3,531,000 2.80% 4,624,441.248 76.36%

Source: Authors’ estimation using data from BBS (BBS, 2022; BBS, 2023)

Note:

100. The exercise assumes that the rate and population do not change in 2025, so the result is a rough estimate.

Moreover, there is an existing social stigma around disability, so the problem of underreporting 
limits a fully accurate scenario of the situation. Additionally, insights from key informants indicate 

an informal entry barrier to the programme. This practice undermines the scheme’s inclusivity, 
particularly for low-income individuals with disabilities. Another challenge associated with 
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on the number of individuals eligible for disability allowances constrains effective budgeting. 
In many cases, social stigma prevents families from disclosing relevant information, leading to 
underreporting and inadequate government planning.

The MCBP is one of Bangladesh’s key SSNPs for mothers and during the early stages of 
pregnancy, when they are most vulnerable to poverty and malnutrition. Women are enrolled 

be utilised to ensure the mother’s and child’s nutrition, including the purchase of nutritious food 
and supplements, until the child turns four years old. They are also encouraged to visit healthcare 
facilities for antenatal care and to complete the vaccination schedule for their newborns. Training 
is provided through courtyard discussions by the family planning and health division. However, 

support to all expectant mothers, regardless of parity. This design overlooks the differentiated 
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Protection in Bangladesh 

Universal social protection can function better than targeted programmes because it reduces 
exclusion errors, which are common in developing nations owing to administrative, political, 
and structural limitations (Razzaque, et al., 2025). Proxy means testing and other targeting 

mistakes occasionally surpassing 50 per cent (Kidd, Gelders, & Bailey-Athias, 2017). Evidence 
from around the world highlight India’s Old-Age Pension which has an exclusion error of 68 per 
cent, Pakistan’s Benazir income support programme (cash assistance to vulnerable, low-income 
families, primarily targeting poor women) has an exclusion error of 73 per cent, Indonesia’s 
Program Keluarga Harapan (CCT for poor families) has an exclusion error of 82 per cent, and 
Guatemala’s Mi Bono Seguro (CCT for poor families) has an exclusion error of 96 per cent (Kidd & 
Athias, 2020). In Bangladesh, exclusion error from proxy means testing was found, using a logistic 
regression model, to be at 62.4 per cent in rural areas and 79.9 per cent in urban areas using 
HIES 2022 data (Razzaque, et al., 2025).  By eliminating the need for intricate eligibility tests, 
universal programmes, on the other hand, lower administrative expenses and errors (Brown, 
Ravallion, & Walle, 2018). Universal programmes promote more social cohesion since they avoid 

and frequently severe targeting failures in resource-constrained environments suggest that 
universal or categorical approaches may ultimately be more equitable, administratively feasible, 
and politically viable in the long run.

Another issue with the current system, which underscores the need for a universal scheme, is that 
the SSNP budget is managed across multiple ministries. Each of the 24 departments has its own 
programmes and budgets. This also means that they have separate operating costs. Consolidating 
all programmes may reduce these operating expenditures. 

maps out the eligible population for each programme, such as children, orphans, the elderly, and 
unemployed workers, using up-to-date demographic and employment data. Next, a benchmark 

or government revenue, the tool facilitates an assessment of the feasibility of implementing a 
universal social protection framework. The calculations include only the cost of non-contributory 

cost assumed for universal programmes. The analysis uses the following assumptions: (i) a total 
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(ILO, 2024), (v) children accounting for 28.4 per cent of the population, of which 0.1 per cent are 
orphans (ILO, 2024),(vi) older persons representing 5.8 per cent of the population (ILO, 2024), 
and (vii) a total fertility rate of 2.0 per cent (ILO, 2024).

mothers and children, a universal approach would broaden coverage to include all children within 

would reduce exclusion errors and enhance the programme’s overall inclusivity.

Age groups (in years) 0 – 4 5 - 9 10 - 14 0-14

100 per cent of the national 

poverty line

1.50 1.49 1.92 4.91

75 per cent of the national 

poverty line

1.12 1.12 1.44 3.68

50 per cent of the national 

poverty line

0.75 0.75 0.96 2.46

25 per cent of the national 

poverty line

0.37 0.37 0.48 1.23

Age groups 

(in years) 0-4 5-9 10-14 0-14

100 per cent of the national 

poverty line

6.70 6.66 8.58 21.94

75 per cent of the national 

poverty line

5.00 5.00 6.43 16.44

50 per cent of the national 

poverty line

3.35 3.35 4.29 10.99

25 per cent of the national 

poverty line

1.65 1.65 2.14 5.50

Source:

national income-adequacy standards, such as the national poverty line in local currency units. 
The national poverty line for Bangladesh is the minimum amount of money needed to support 
household consumption, as determined by the household expenditure survey and adjusted for 
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the lower poverty line. 

The ILO cost calculator shows that sustaining a cash transfer equal to 100 per cent of the national 

supporting children aged 0–4 vary by the size of the transfer. Providing transfers equivalent 
to 100 per cent of the poverty line would require 6.7 per cent of the national budget, while 
transfers set at 75 per cent, 50 per cent, and 25 per cent of the poverty line would require 5 
per cent, 3.35 per cent, and 1.65 per cent, respectively (Table 5). Given that social safety net 

Indicators 

current national budget)

100 per cent of the national 

poverty line

0.01 0.04

75 per cent of the national 

poverty line

0.01 0.04

50 per cent of the national 

poverty line

0.01 0.04

25 per cent of the national 

poverty line

0.00 0.00

Source:

equivalent to 100 per cent of the national poverty line. The cost remains largely unchanged, 

These minimal costs demonstrate that universal child-focused protection can be implemented 
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Bangladesh has made a move towards universality, starting with UPS in August of 2023, under 
the National Pension Authority (National Pension Authority, 2023). However, uptake remains 
low. The UPS is built around several sub-schemes tailored to different income groups and work 
types, including low-income workers, informal workers, private-sector workers, and expatriates. 
However, due to limited awareness of the programme’s design and trust, especially among 
informal-sector workers, many eligible individuals face asymmetric information about the 
programme’s details and long-term impacts. Moreover, Bangladesh’s UPS is largely voluntary and 

that the study’s framework aims to address in the subsequent section.

Indicators 

national budget)

100 per cent of the national 

poverty line

1.01 4.51

75 per cent of the national 

poverty line

0.76 3.40

50 per cent of the national 

poverty line

0.50 2.23

25 per cent of the national 

poverty line

0.25 1.12

Source:

Consolidating existing programmes under the elderly life cycle and reallocating their budgets 

that a UPS for the elderly is feasible to implement, given Bangladesh’s current economic and 
institutional landscape. 

In addition to the paper’s discussion of the feasibility of certain schemes, the paper analyses 
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many countries, such programmes are administered as components of broader universal social 

mechanisms, such as subsidised food vouchers in the case of OMS. But these are important 
programmes in the context of Bangladesh. Therefore, their design should be re-examined to 

by using urban poverty mapping and integrating a dynamic national household database that 
contains comprehensive information on individuals and is regularly updated. While the problem 

the OMS programme’s delivery to vulnerable people.
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6. Potential Pathway for Universal Social Protection 

Bangladesh’s current SSNPs scenario emphasises providing a safety net to safeguard against 
poverty-related deprivation or descent below the poverty line for those already at the margin. 
However, as shown in the previous analysis, targeted programmes are more prone to errors 

in need will be more favourable and, in the long run, sustainable for the economy. 

indicates that healthcare programmes primarily rely on instruments such as social insurance, 
private insurance, and budgetary sources (Vilcu & Mathauer, 2016; Luyten & Tubeuf, 2025). In the 
context of pensions or old-age allowances, contribution schemes and conditional cash transfers 

through 2030, illustrating large competing demands on public budgets (Zaman, 2023). 

suggests that gradual transitions towards partially or fully funded social protection schemes 

universal protection by balancing intergenerational equity with macroeconomic stability. Recent 
research also supports the phased implementation of universal protection. Building on global 
experiences and national analyses, Bangladesh might adopt a phased approach to implementing 
the UPS or OAA, based on the ILO multi-pillar pension model (Rahman, Khan, & Sabbih, 2021). 

The ILO’s multi-pillar pension framework comprises four interrelated components, collectively 
designed to ensure comprehensive income security in old age. Pillar 0, representing the Social 

a basic minimum income for all elderly citizens, particularly in contexts characterised by high 
levels of informal employment and poverty. Pillar I, the Social Insurance Pillar, is a mandatory 

maintain an adequate standard of living after retirement. Pillar II, the Complementary Pillar, 
comprises supplementary contributory schemes that may be mandatory or voluntary, often 

additional private contributions for retirement, which are managed under government regulation 

provide a structured, layered approach to securing retirement income.

Such a sequenced approach enables the government to strengthen administrative capacity, 
integrate informal-sector workers, and consolidate overlapping social safety-net programmes. 
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universal model; therefore, a gradual, phased rollout represents the most feasible approach. This 

requires long-term planning and a gradual transition. Accordingly, the study proposes two models 
to guide the phased expansion of OAA and MCBP towards a Universal Pension Scheme (UPS) 

that they fall outside the productive labour force. Children are years away from entering the job 
market, while a large share of the elderly is no longer able to work due to age-related limitations. 
As a result, neither group can sustainably generate income, leaving them structurally dependent 
on household or state support. Moreover, these groups face disproportionately high health risks, 
thereby imposing costs on working family members. Investing in them yields long-term social and 

human capital formation, thereby strengthening future productivity; pensions reduce old-age 
poverty, lower the burden on working-age family members, and stabilise household consumption. 
The following proposed frameworks are based on the paper by Rahman et al. (2021) and the ILO 
multi-pillar pension scheme. This study, however, extends the existing model to the UCB.

pension scheme. UPS will ensure that every elderly person has some level of income security, 
regardless of whether they worked in the formal sector. The proposed UPS for Bangladesh adopts 
the ILO model for its simplicity and adaptability to low-income contexts, drawing on examples 
such as the Maldives, which successfully implemented Phase 0 (Consolidation) and Phase 1 
(Expansion) (Sun, 2016) to achieve both universality and sustainability.

The initial step towards achieving universal protection for the ageing population is Phase 0, in 

level of funding. This requires reallocating existing resources to establish a social protection 

elderly population. Although fully implementing this in the short term may be challenging, 

phase would remain tax-based, while universality would be achieved through coverage. The 
underlying rationale is to gradually phase out means-tested targeting and broaden the OAA to 
encompass all citizens aged 60 and above. Moreover, it is essential to address the widespread 
lack of awareness and education regarding pension schemes. Mandatory orientation sessions, 
informational brochures, and targeted campaigns should be used to clearly communicate the 

way can encourage informal-sector workers to enrol and consistently contribute, even during 
the next phase 1, ultimately increasing their future pay-off. This is an important dimension of the 
study’s framework, as the current UPS in Bangladesh experiences market failure largely due to 
information asymmetry. 
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The next step is Phase 1: expansion of contributory schemes in line with ILO Pillar 1 Social 

sector employees contribute a portion of their income to their retirement plan, while the 

which is still in the initial stage, proposes a 50 per cent matching scheme by the government 
for self-employed but very poor citizens. This phase will work in parallel to Phase 0. This dual-
tier approach ensures that poor and informal workers remain protected under Phase 0, while 
formal and contributing workers accumulate pension entitlements under Phase I. Moreover, the 

employees, and the self-employed would have a practical option to secure their income in old 
age. An additional advantage of the proposed pension scheme is its risk-free operation, as it 
is managed by the government. Compared with retirement plans offered by private insurance 
companies, it is expected to provide higher returns. The combination of lower risk and improved 
returns could incentivise individuals to contribute a portion of their salaries to the programme.

UCB aims to address coverage gaps and uphold the social protection rights of children by 
providing cash transfers to families and guardians of orphans, irrespective of household income. 

determine the amount of the transfer. This study conceptualises UCB as an extension of the 
existing MCBP, building on its framework, and can also serve as a precedent for mobilising and 

the principles of the ILO’s multi-pillar social protection framework, as employed for the Universal 
Pension Scheme.

to as Phase 0, is consolidating existing MCBP programmes under the SSNP budget into a single, 
integrated programme that provides cash transfers to all eligible families. At this stage, eligibility 
can be determined using existing criteria, such as household income or family circumstances, 
such as single, divorced, or widowed mothers. Reallocating the fragmented budgets of current 

children.

The age coverage should be expanded incrementally, beginning with the youngest cohort (0–4 
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basket of essential goods for pregnancy. Conditionality for these transfers would be associated 
with successful antenatal care received at designated healthcare facilities. Moreover, campaign 
and courtyard sessions to educate mothers about their health during pregnancy and their 
children’s health should be made more accessible to everyone. In the case of orphaned children, 

for the child’s welfare. However, strict monitoring and evaluation mechanisms must be in place 
to ensure that the transfer directly supports the child’s well-being and is not diverted for other 
purposes.

towards a contributory scheme co-funded by employees and the government, referred to as 

Phase 0) and an additional top-up based on contributions. Both phases operate simultaneously 
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Universal Protection in Bangladesh

Consultations with stakeholders reveal a generally positive outlook for the long-term feasibility 
of universal protection in Bangladesh, provided that administrative and regulatory hurdles are 

challenge is that many individuals responsible for decision-making on social protection schemes 

conducting the research necessary to determine how scarce resources should be allocated to 
maximise utility gains. Another barrier is the stagnation of promising initiatives, such as the single 
registry dynamic system and the Universal Pension Scheme, which remain at the proposal stage 

of small, fragmented programmes within the SSNPs budget was linked to the approval process: 
smaller programmes can be approved directly by ministries, whereas larger programmes require 
approval from the Planning Commission. This dynamic has led to the inclusion of numerous small 

was repeatedly emphasised by multiple stakeholders. They argued that such a system would 

would also reduce distortions in programme targeting and delivery that arise from asymmetric 
information. Stakeholders believe that addressing both political and data-related barriers is 
necessary as the country moves toward universality. They noted that if these challenges can be 
effectively tackled, Bangladesh could realistically achieve universal social protection within the 
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8. Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 

Bangladesh’s current approach to protecting the poor and vulnerable is through a targeted 
effort. As Phase 2 of the NSSS action plan concludes in 2026, it is imperative to reconsider a 
strategic approach to a universal scheme. Global evidence indicates that a universal scheme 

pose higher administrative costs in a targeted approach. Asymmetric knowledge about 
programmes and their criteria is another problem with targeting. ‘Speed money’ is frequently 

lower incomes. Additionally, early access to programme availability information, commonly 

awareness also reduces the likelihood of exclusion errors among those within their networks. 
This suggests that better-connected and informed households may leverage their informational 
advantage, potentially at the expense of more vulnerable or less informed individuals. Typically, 
local actors, such as union or school committee members, facilitate such recruitment. Analysing 

due to poor targeting highlights the system’s loopholes. The current SSNP scenario in Bangladesh 
also underscores the ineffectiveness of budgetary allocation. Programmes that serve only the 
vulnerable and poor account for a large share of the budgetary allocation, leaving a smaller share 
for more important programmes. 

national budget, equivalent to 25 per cent of the national poverty line. The reason for highlighting 
the 25 per cent of the national poverty bench line is because while Bangladesh may not have the 

of the national budget, which is equal to 100 per cent of the national poverty line. While not all 
universal schemes are viable in the short term, a universal pension scheme is achievable.

towards universal coverage, starting with a non-contributory model (Phase 0) and gradually 

institutional and administrative capacity, a gradual rollout over 20–30 years is recommended to 

the following policy recommendations. 
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• 

to effective social protection delivery. Bangladesh currently lacks an updated, comprehensive 

household-level data will capture shifts in poverty and vulnerability caused by shocks such 

dynamic registry can therefore minimise resource leakage, enhance transparency, and serve 
as the foundation for an eventual transition to universal coverage.

• 
rapid urbanisation, most SSNPs remain rural-focused, leaving the urban poor largely uncovered. 

informal settlements. The government should conduct spatial mapping of labour-intensive 
zones and informal worker clusters such as construction sites, transport hubs, and garment 
sectors to design targeted interventions for low-income urban populations. Mobile-based 

can expand reach without high administrative costs. Incorporating urban social protection 
into city governance frameworks will help address the growing shift of poverty from rural to 
urban areas and ensure equitable support across all regions.

• 

•  Strengthening SSNP delivery 

Systems should be designed with technology foresight to allow for future upgrades. Moreover, 
end-to-end data managed by digital tools will reduce leakage risks and overhead costs. 

• 
 Effective governance mechanisms are critical to ensure that 

can increase transparency and social accountability, especially at the union parishad and 
ward levels. Strengthening governance frameworks will build public trust, improve targeting 
accuracy, and ensure that resources are used for their intended purpose.

• 
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A strategic consolidation of programmes into a few major clusters, such as child and family 

enhance coordination and reduce overlap. The government should prioritise high-impact 
programmes, for example, old-age allowance, disability allowance, widow allowance, and OMS, 
while phasing out smaller, duplicative schemes. Savings from administrative streamlining can 

space to grow while maintaining political feasibility, ultimately paving the way for a coherent 
and inclusive universal protection framework.
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