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FOREWORD

The International Social Security Association (ISSA) draws its value, strength and dynamism from its global 
membership, which consists of national institutions that administer the main social security programmes in 
their countries. This gives the Association a unique and privileged vantage point from which to identify and 
analyse priority administration and policy challenges in social security, and the many innovative responses 
and creative solutions to these.

The ISSA was looking to the future when it set the priorities of its triennial 2020–2022 Programme and 
Budget. When doing so, the perception was that the evolving challenges of the triennium would be rooted 
mainly in four important areas, namely:

• the future of social security administration and management;

• social security coverage in a changing world;

• meeting the evolving needs of an ageing population;

• the role of social security in promoting inclusive growth and social cohesion.

No one anticipated that a global pandemic would be the defining challenge of the period. The global 
disruptions that began in 2020 continue.

Amidst this extraordinary crisis, social security institutions rose as one to support government efforts to 
stabilize the economy and protect the health and livelihoods of the citizenry. Social security service delivery 
adapted and innovated: teleworking staff, online platforms and mobile apps replaced face-to-face, paper-
based and manual transactions. Emphasis was placed on service delivery that was easy, safe and fast. 
Institutions rapidly rolled out innovative responses, often to put in place new systems and processes. In turn, 
governments relied on the physical and virtual infrastructure of social security institutions to distribute 
emergency benefits and subsidies.

All these responses are a testament to the leadership, dynamism and resilience of social security institutions.

This report shares the recent experiences of social security institutions in Africa with regard to the four 
identified ISSA topical priorities, complemented by their emergency responses to the COVID-19 crisis.

Chapter 1 shows that even before the pandemic, there had already been an emerging trend towards 
digitalization and the use of advanced technologies, to improve programme administration and the quality 
of member services.

Chapter 2 credits the population’s growing familiarity with and widening use of mobile technologies as 
facilitating the design of modern solutions to extend social security coverage, to facilitate contribution 
payments, and personalize social security services.

Chapter 3 reveals that while Africa is, in demographic terms, the youngest continent in the world, some parts 
of the region are ageing rapidly and social security must respond to this development.

Chapter 4 considers the goals of economic inclusion and social cohesion and calls attention to the need for 
a greater share of the fruits of economic growth to be redistributed to wider segments of Africa’s population. 
The opportunity for enhanced and sustained economic growth in Africa, supported by the demographic 
dividend of the more productive participation of youth and women in the workforce, must be grasped.

Chapter 5 details some of the important and wide-ranging policies and measures to protect people and 
economic activity from the public health and socioeconomic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.

It is my pleasure to present this report to you. How best to address the identified challenges will be one of 
the key discussion points for the ISSA regional membership.

Marcelo Abi-Ramia Caetano 
Secretary General
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INTRODUCTION

At the time of writing, the COVID-19 pandemic continues to pose serious public health as well as social 
and economic challenges for the global community. While the public health threat may have receded in 
countries that have rolled out effective and comprehensive vaccination programmes, many others are 
confronted by a second or third wave of infections. Efforts to gain back economies and stem the loss of lives 
and livelihoods depend critically on the wide availability of vaccines, continued safety protocols, and the 
sustainability of wide-ranging policies to protect and support people and enterprises.

Since the onset of the pandemic, every country has turned to social security on a scale rarely seen before. 
The protracted crisis and the subsequent mutations of the COVID-19 virus continue to pose a policy dilemma 
on whether to open up the economy but at the risk of a resurgence of contagion. Amidst the unprecedented 
adversity, social security institutions in Africa are doing their best to deliver on the promise of protection. 
Pre-pandemic efforts to build capacities and improve services are enabling an unwavering response to the 
demands of the times.

The report covers five topics, namely:

• Evolving management practices

• Extending and maintaining social security coverage

• Meeting the needs of an ageing population

• Promoting inclusive growth and social cohesion

• Social security responses to COVID-19 in Africa

Chapter 1, Evolving management practices, highlights the increasing use of the one-stop-approach to service 
delivery and the development of more applications of artificial intelligence, biometrics and business analytics 
to reinforce institutional capacities. Many institutions are consolidating improvements in governance and 
management practices, with advanced technologies facilitating the enforcement of contribution compliance 
and addressing error, evasion and fraud. The extensive adoption of mobile technologies in the region is 
a key factor that is driving the digital inclusion of all Africans. These innovations have proven useful in 
responding to the demands of the COVID-19 crisis. The pandemic has also underlined the necessity and 
the inevitability of the digital transformation of social security institutions, with the concomitant need to 
ensure appropriate staff capacities for the institution’s human-and-digital journey.

Chapter 2, Extending and maintaining social security coverage, details the region’s efforts and achievements 
in this very important area. Nearly all countries in Africa have adopted plans and strategies to introduce or 
extend a basic package of social security benefits consisting of essential health care, child support for school-
age children and a minimum pension for the elderly. Combinations of contributory and non-contributory 
financing schemes, public and private partnerships, and national and community-based interventions are 
assisting the delivery of a basic level of protection in many countries. Information and communication 
technology (ICT) solutions are enabling the registration of new beneficiaries, the collection of contributions 
and more accessible service modalities. Nonetheless, significant challenges remain to close coverage gaps, 
including those for contributory programmes. Gaps persist in the numbers of covered people, the types of 
risks and contingencies provided for as well as the adequacy of benefit levels.
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Chapter 3, Meeting the needs of an ageing population, spotlights the issue that while Africa is the world’s 
youngest continent, all countries in the region have rapidly ageing populations. Moreover, the demographic 
transition is more advanced in the northern and southern parts than in sub-Saharan Africa. The ageing 
of the region is developing simultaneously with the socioeconomic trends that accompany urbanization, 
including the increased mobility of youth, which are changing family structures that traditionally could 
be depended upon to care for the elderly and frail. In Africa, very few older people receive a pension. 
Workers covered by a pension are exceptions rather than the rule, with beneficiaries mostly being formal 
employees and civil servants. Governments have no time to lose to address the issue. Despite the growing 
political awareness of the needs of an ageing population, translating this into widespread programmes 
and interventions remains an urgent challenge for the region.

Chapter 4, Promoting inclusive growth and social cohesion, underlines the notion of economic empowerment 
as fundamental to definitions of inclusion and social cohesion. Without the power to choose or participate 
meaningfully in the economy, it is difficult for people to feel included in society. Social security fosters 
economic empowerment because it protects incomes against certain life risks and supports the development 
of individual skills and capacities for employability and productive activity. The demographic dividend of 
Africa’s youth and women in the workforce are among the region’s latent strengths. Entrepreneurship, 
start-ups and small businesses have significant job creation potential that can boost Africa’s social and 
economic development, increase employment, reduce inequality and poverty, and help create the fiscal 
space for higher levels of public expenditure, to extend and deepen the reach of social protection floors. 
Over time, the transition of the labour force from informal to formal employment will help strengthen 
contributory social security programmes throughout the region.

Chapter 5, Social security responses to COVID-19 in Africa, discusses the measures that have been put 
in place by many countries in the region to respond to the crisis. New and expanded social assistance 
programmes are helping to address the emergency needs especially of vulnerable groups and those that 
have lost their jobs during the pandemic. To alleviate the financial responsibility of paying social security 
contributions amidst the economic disruption, payments and penalties were either cancelled, deferred 
or subsidized. Fiscal measures included wage subsidies, assistance programmes for the self-employed, 
and tax breaks and incentives for businesses. A variety of other measures including the freezing of rents, 
free public transport and donations helped the expenditure needs of many households. The pandemic is 
a major setback for Africa and it could well reverse or delay the achievement of the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals of the region. Now more than ever, Africa needs to translate its political commitment 
and political will for sustainable development into swift and effective action.

The report highlights the progress that social security has made in Africa, and the challenges that lie ahead. 
Like the rest of the world, the recovery of the region from the COVID-19 pandemic depends critically on 
the restoration and growth of economic activity and the resumption of trade and international activities 
on the back of global cooperation, successful vaccination programmes and continuing safety protocols. 
Social security will play an even more critical role in the aftermath of the pandemic, but it cannot do so 
alone. Government leaders and policy-makers need to maximize the synergies between social security and 
policies on employment, active labour market policies, education, training, school-to-work programmes and 
promote job-creating initiatives such as entrepreneurship, microfinance and support for start-ups. The way 
forward is to build back the lives and livelihoods that the pandemic has disrupted or laid to waste – swiftly, 
urgently and with better, more inclusive outcomes.
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01 
EVOLVING 
MANAGEMENT 
PRACTICES

Service quality is a key priority for ISSA member organizations 
in Africa. Social security institutions in this ISSA region 
are committed to responding to the public’s increasing 
expectations for improved social security services. Staff 
development, innovative practices, research, process 
re-engineering, partnerships, employing new technologies 
and improving governance practices are among the main 
strategies and approaches that are leveraging institutional 
capacities for better service. E-government is growing in 
Africa, with more than 34 countries offering online services 
or at least one portal for public information. By taking 
advantage of new developments in various administrative 
areas, Africa is simultaneously raising the bar on service 
quality, transparency and good governance.
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Online services in digital 
public administration

The Online Service Index (OSI) measures 
the technical features of national 
websites and the e-government 
policies and strategies applied both 
in general and by specific sectors in 
delivering services (UNDESA, 2020c). 
The improvement in OSI is continuous 
at subregional levels (2014–2020), 
with Southern Africa having the highest 
scores over the whole period. Noticeably, 
for 2020, the difference between the 
regional averages is not particularly 
high, with the exception of Central 
Africa. Individually, the countries with 
the highest OSI levels in the region (as 
of 2020) are South Africa (0.7471) and 
Mauritius (0.7).

Digital 
inclusion developments

According to the most recent data from 
the United Nations Department for 
Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) 
E-Government Survey (UNDESA, 2020c),
there is a positive trend in providing
more online services to vulnerable
groups in all regions. In Africa, more than 
22 countries provide specific online
services for people living in poverty,
older persons and immigrants (including
refugees). Most countries provide online
services targeted at women (33) and
young people  (36). Services are also
provided to persons with disabilities
in 27 countries (see infographics).
The UNDESA defines e-participation
as “the process of engaging citizens
through ICTs in policy, decision-making,
and service and delivery so as to make it
participatory, inclusive and deliberative” 
(UNDESA, 2020c). The E-Participation

Index (EPI) is composed of various 
indicators, namely e-information, 
e-consultation, and e-decision-making.
At the subregional level, East, West and
Southern Africa are almost at the same
level, above the regional average.
As with the OSI, Southern Africa has
the highest score. Once again, South
Africa is the country with the highest
score in Africa, followed by Tunisia
and Mauritius.

Access to online 
services: Mobile-
based connectivity

From 2016 to 2019, the number of 
subscriptions to mobile broadband 
in Africa increased by 142 million. 
Nonetheless, access to mobile cellular 
telephone subscriptions is much higher 
(in 2019, 80.1 per cent of the African 
population had mobile telephone 
subscriptions, while 34 per cent had 
mobile broadband subscriptions), 
and the trend holds true for every year 
since 2010. The number of Internet users 
increased by 213 million in the period 
2010–2019. In total, 28.2 per cent of 
the African population (294 million) 
use the Internet (see infographics). 
Not having a computer at home does 
not necessarily mean having no Internet 
access, at least since 2010, with the 
rise of smartphone ownership.
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Online services in digital public administration

+81 +131

Increase in OSI (Online Service Index) 
score in Africa.

Source: UNDESA (2020c).

Increase in OSI (Online Service Index) 
score in West Africa.

All regions in Africa increased their 
score during the period 2014–2020.

Digital inclusion developments

The targeted online services varies by 
vulnerable group:

 �41% poor people

 �50% persons with disabilities

 �59% older persons

 �50% immigrants

 �61% women

 �67% youth

+39
Countries in Africa offer targeted online 
services to vulnerable groups.

Source: UNDESA (2020c).

Increase in the E-Participation Index 
in Africa 2016–2020.

Access to online services: Mobile-based connectivity

3G

+142 million
Increase in people on mobile broadband 
subscriptions in Africa from 2016 
to 2019.

Source: ITU (2020).

882 million
Persons with mobile-cellular telephone 
subscriptions in Africa in 2019.

34% of households
Access to mobile internet in Africa in 2019.

Source: ITU (2019).
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DELIVERING SERVICES, RESPONDING 
TO PUBLIC EXPECTATIONS

Coverage services

African social security institutions are innovating and implementing 
strategies to extend social security coverage, not least to alleviate 
poverty, inequality and the difficulties of daily living. In Cameroon, 
Ethiopia, Morocco, Sierra Leone, United Republic of Tanzania 
(hereafter, Tanzania) and Zambia, strategic partnerships with public 
and/or private organizations are enabling mandatory coverage 
extension, as well as the coverage of difficult-to-cover groups, 
such as informal workers. Madagascar collaborates directly with the 
targeted groups to be covered, and uses various communication 
tools to get their buy-in. Libya has amended its programme to 
enable the coverage of all self-employed workers. In Algeria, specific 
measures are in place to facilitate the payment of contribution 
arrears, thus restoring eligibility to benefits.

Member benefits and services

One-stop service centres are gaining ground in Africa in line with 
government policy on user-centred public services. For example, 
in some countries, recipients of disability benefits previously had 
to visit multiple locations to claim disability benefits and request 
assistive devices. Now, claimants need only attend one meeting 
to receive their entitlements. Electronic, mobile and online 
services continue as a dominant trend in transforming client 
interfaces in the region. The e-DISA of Côte d’Ivoire improves the 
reliability of data exchanges between employers and the social 
security institution. Madagascar’s use of a private network (VSAT) 
improves the reliability of internal data transmissions. Uganda’s 
straight through processes ensures the instant receipt of collected 
contributions and their allocation to member’s individual accounts. 
Algeria’s CHIFA electronic card enables members to access prescribed 
medication anywhere in the country. Tanzania’s electronic tracking 
system facilitates the early resolution of complaints. Tunisia’s web 
data exchange has improved data exchange operations within 
the institution’s own units and with external partners. Zambia’s 
e-NAPSA has created efficiencies in contribution collection and
benefit processing, and reduced backlogs and time lags. Kenya
and Tunisia are using M-PESA, a mobile phone-based money
transfer service, which facilitates the coverage of women, informal
economy workers and other difficult-to-cover groups.

Public-public and public-private partnerships are enabling 
Madagascar and Mauritania to remove bottlenecks in the payment 
of benefits. Enhanced benefits in cash or in-kind are reinforcing 
public trust in social security in many countries including Kenya, 
Sierra Leone, Sudan, Tanzania, and Uganda. Moreover, where 
physical access to services by the covered population is difficult, 
social security institutions are taking services to remote areas. 
In Zimbabwe, for example, mobile clinics have been set up and 
equipped for health surveillance.

Good governance

Excellence in service delivery should be an institutional goal that 
drives the actions of every social security administrator. It projects 
a public image of a well-governed institution worthy of public trust. 
Social security institutions in Africa are strengthening governance 
by building staff skills and competencies, implementing anti-
fraud and anti-corruption measures, enhancing transparency and 
reinforcing control, to mention some key areas.

Recognizing the critical role of staff in delivering excellent 
service, social security institutions are investing in online training 
environments to develop and upgrade staff skills. In Cameroon, 
for example, e-learning has become a very effective strategy to 
methodically and systematically build, and continuously improve, 
core competencies and institutional capacity.

Enhancing anti-fraud and anti-corruption measures is an emerging 
trend. This can be seen in the use of the online verification of 
identity cards in Tanzania, the regular verification of the beneficiary’s 
condition as the basis for benefit entitlement in Burundi, and an 
anti-corruption policy that lists and defines acts that constitute 
corruption in Cameroon. The establishment of specialized committees 
at board level underscores an institution’s intent to enhance 
governance in specific areas. The Pension Fund of Morocco (Caisse 
marocaine des retraites – CMR) is implementing the International 
Standard for Assurance Engagements, (ISAE) 3402, to reinforce 
the transparency of its board and asset allocation committee. 
It has also recently established an actuarial steering committee, 
and an appointment and governance committee for more rigour 
and transparency in the management of the pension fund.

To improve transparency, strengthen controls and reinforce 
professionalism and adherence to codes of conduct, administrators 
are revamping the audit function. In Morocco, external auditors 
are tasked with regularly validating institutional compliance 
with investment strategies, as well as the valuation and financial 
performance of portfolios. Cameroon is moving away from annual 
field visits and towards the digitalization of activities that can be 
monitored in real time through digital information monitoring 
systems. In Algeria, the use of electronic tablets facilitates the 
work of its control officers in the field.

Cameroon and Kenya’s institutions are among those promoting 
greater environmental awareness. In Cameroon, as part of corporate 
social responsibility, a code of quality, safety, hygiene and 
environment is followed within the institution, which suppliers are 
also required to respect. Kenya supports clean energy consumption 
and invests in sustainable energy.

Investing in, and harnessing, staff skills helps to improve institutional 
performance. In Burundi and Guinea, capacity building and 
results-based management systems raise staff awareness and 
commitment to teamwork based on an appreciation of how 
individual performance contributes to the accomplishments of the 
institution. In Côte d’Ivoire, an audit of staff needs and available 
skills guides training and recruitment. Moreover, noting that the 
institution’s staff are highly visible to the public, a “Friday dress 
code” is observed in Cameroon to promote the visual identity of 
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the institution, for which staff wear shirts and sweaters bearing 
the institution’s colours and logo.

Visionary leadership is advancing social security in Africa. The high 
rate of unemployment in Namibia has led to the creation of a 
development fund to conduct training and job-generating activities 
that target disadvantaged groups. Recognition of the social security 
needs of women in Tunisia, especially in rural areas, led to the 
Protège-moi (Protect Me) programme that uses mobile phones 
for registration, payment of contributions and communication. 
Côte d’Ivoire has shown its determination to extend coverage to 
the self-employed, undertaking its first survey on the characteristics 
of these workers. This has enabled the Social Insurance Institute - 
National Social Insurance Fund (Institution de prévoyance sociale - 
Caisse nationale de prévoyance sociale – IPS-CNPS) to draft a 
regulatory framework and develop an enrolment strategy to enable 
social security coverage for this group.

IMPROVING COMPLIANCE: ADDRESSING 
ERROR, EVASION AND FRAUD

Despite the significant growth of African economies over the past 
ten years, they are challenged by high rates of error, evasion and 
fraud in social security.

To respond to this challenge, social security institutions, with the 
support of international organizations, are strengthening their 
policies and internal know-how to counter error, evasion and fraud, 
as well as diversifying data cross-checking to set legitimate levels 
for social security contributions.

The current situation: Low effective 
coverage and potentially high rates 
of evasion

The coverage of workers and their dependants by contributory 
social security schemes is low in Africa, even in countries with 
development levels above the continental average. The rate of 
contribution evasion is likely to be high. For the coverage of 
salaried workers, companies with fewer than five people have 
a coverage rate of 3 per cent of declared employees, compared 
with a 30 per cent rate for companies with 10 to 19 people. 
In small and medium-sized enterprises with 50 to 199 employees, 
76 per cent are covered, while in large companies with more than 
200 employees, the coverage rate falls to 53 per cent. According to a 
report of the Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA, 2019), large 
companies in sectors such as mining, agro-industry and housing 
manage to reduce social contributions by using sophisticated 
fiscal reduction mechanisms, which obstruct the monitoring of 
fraudulent manoeuvres. Similar issues occur with the widespread 
use of detached workers, which impedes local authorities’ efforts 
to enforce anti-fraud regulations.

A growing institutional response

The size of the informal economy and high levels of income 
inequality complicate coverage extension in the region. There are 
also institutional gaps, such as a lack of adequate staff training, 
weak institutional awareness and internal corruption. Despite 
the complex legal, fiscal and social framework, institutions are 
responding with increased awareness of the issues involved and the 
political will to build and enhance institutional capacity. In 2015, 
the African Union adopted Agenda 2063 priorities, which include 
the development of sound and transparent contributory systems. 
The Third International Conference on Financing for Development 
underlined the need for improved tax policy and more efficient 
tax collection. At its fifth meeting, held in Accra, Ghana, in July 
2018, the Africa Initiative took the decision to conduct annual 
follow-up on progress towards contributory transparency in Africa.

To address significant levels of informality in their national labour 
markets, many social security institutions have begun to extend 
coverage to specific groups. Algeria’s National Social Insurance 
Fund for Employees (Caisse nationale des assurances sociales 
des travailleurs salaries – CNAS), for example, has implemented 
a strategy to reduce undeclared work, through implementing 
specific regulations, improving on-site controls for employers, 
and introducing tools for enforcement. In Zambia, the social 
security institution (NAPSA) is working to address the challenge 
of undeclared domestic workers. The Seychelles Pension Fund 
has established a Voluntary Contribution gift voucher to foster 
contributory coverage and compliance.

African institutions have made significant efforts to professionalize 
and strengthen their internal anti-corruption systems. In Cameroon, 
the National Social Insurance Fund (Caisse nationale de prévoyance 
sociale – CNPS) is conducting a typology of behaviours likely 
to indicate corruption, and identifying specific procedures and 
training to control and counter these.

African institutions are increasingly using information technology 
(ICT) tools to respond to the challenge of sophisticated fraud. 
In Tunisia, the National Social Security Fund (Caisse nationale de 
sécurité sociale – CNSS) has developed a multidimensional data 
analysis tool that optimizes the targeting of control measures. 
Automated cross-referencing of data is increasing. In the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, the systems for managing tax declarations 
and payments, social security contributions, and payslips on 
employer contributions have been merged.

Enhancing the use of technologies to 
deter fraud

New technologies are increasingly being deployed to deter fraud 
in contribution collection as well as in the payment of benefits. 
In Burundi, data analysis is used to check the legitimacy of 
occupational accident claims. An increasing number of institutions, 
such as the Morocco’s Interprofessional Retirement Fund (Caisse 
Interprofessionnelle marocaine de retraites – CIMAR), are using 
facial recognition as proof of life for the payment of pensions.
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Several institutions are implementing controls on beneficiary 
identity and proof of life to detect identity fraud and prevent 
continued payments to beneficiaries after death. These include 
Togo’s National Social Security Fund (Caisse nationale de sécurité 
sociale – CNSS), Cameroon’s CNPS, Guinea’s National Social 
Security Fund (Caisse nationale de sécurité sociale – CNSS), 
and the National Social Security and Welfare Corporation of 
Liberia, which are using biometrics for this purpose. The National 
Social Security Fund (NSSF) of Uganda uses semi-automated 
mechanisms to detect and resolve inconsistencies in the member 
statements used to calculate benefits. The system uses machine 
learning techniques and has already improved member statement 
accuracy from 49 per cent to 89 per cent, and reduced processing 
turnaround time from four days to one.

USING INFORMATION AND 
COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES 
(ICT) TO IMPROVE SERVICES AND 
INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY

ICT is playing a strategic role in the administration and delivery of 
social security programmes in Africa, enabling improvements in the 
performance and service quality of social security administration. 
ICT is enabling not only the automation of specific processes, 
but the transformation of operations and services for extending 
social security coverage and to deter evasion and fraud. ICT has 
thus become a strategic enabler of innovative solutions to respond 
to societal transformations and challenges.

In Africa, the main areas of technological innovation are biometrics, 
mobile technologies, data-driven decision support systems, 
emerging inter-organizational coordination, analytics and big 
data, and emerging artificial intelligence (AI).

In transforming social security administration, ICT supports user-
centric services that are responsive to higher client expectations, 
and empowers users by enabling “self-service”, anytime and 
anywhere. It also facilitates the implementation of large-scale 
social programmes by enabling coordination between the involved 
institutions. Cutting-edge ICT is enabling institutions in Africa to 
make significant progress. The growing use and coverage of mobile 
technologies is an excellent example of this, which has helped to 
overcome the limited landline telecommunications infrastructure.

As outlined in the section on facts and trends, a growing number of 
African countries have implemented online governmental services, 
which facilitate the implementation of increasingly comprehensive 
inter-institutional social security systems. These developments are 
supported by growing mobile-based connectivity that improves 
digital inclusion, particularly among vulnerable groups.

Challenges

The intensive use of ICT poses challenges at various levels. The main 
strategic challenges are: defining a vision for using ICT to achieve 

high-impact institutional goals, defining an innovation roadmap, 
and identifying the key success factors and risks. Institutional 
medium- and long-term plans are needed, combining all related 
aspects, including social security objectives, human resources 
and technologies.

Ensuring the inclusivity of programmes implemented and closing 
the digital divide also constitute challenges requiring high-level 
and strategic decisions, not limited to questions of ICT.

Other specific challenges involve risk areas and specific barriers 
that hamper the application of technologies, in particular with 
regard to cybersecurity and access control, customer identification, 
protecting the personal data of contributors and beneficiaries, 
and ensuring business continuity.

Strategic responses and 
key developments

Resilient ICT systems. The increasing implementation of mission-
critical social security operations through ICT systems requires 
those systems to be resilient to a variety of potential disruptions, 
such as cyberattacks and other emergencies.

The Social Security Fund of Libya has been addressing these issues 
by enhancing its contribution collection processes and improving 
the protection of information systems from cyberattacks and 
by implementing measures to enable the continuity of service 
delivery processes.

At the global level, the International Telecommunication Union 
makes cybersecurity recommendations, and assesses and ranks 
governments’ commitment to cyber protection in a cybersecurity 
index. The top-ranked African countries implementing these 
recommendations are Mauritius, Egypt, Kenya, Rwanda, South 
Africa, Nigeria, Tanzania, Uganda, Tunisia and Morocco.

Improving quality of services through mobile payment 
and inter-organizational coordination. Mobile payment is 
becoming mainstream in African social security. Mobile money 
systems, such as Kenya’s M-PESA and M-TIBA, have also been 
implemented in Democratic Republic of Congo, Egypt, Ghana, 
Lesotho, Mozambique, Nigeria, South Africa, and Tanzania.

Cameroon’s CNPS, the Local Authorities Pension Trust (LAPT) of 
Kenya and the National Social Security Fund of Guinea (CNSS) 
also use micro-financing structures.

For social services to be comprehensive, organizations must 
interact with each other. This is particularly important in health 
services, which involve social security institutions and external 
medical services.

In Algeria, to improve health service quality, the National Social 
Security Fund for Non-Salaried Workers (Caisse nationale de sécurité 
sociale des non-salariés – CASNOS) has set up Electronic Health 
Records (HER) for cardiovascular conditions, which are accessible 
to the medical services through a secured ICT platform.
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In Morocco, the social security system uses ICTs to provide personal 
identity validation services.

Personal identification and proof of life through biometrics 
and image recognition. Responding to the need to provide the 
right services to the right person, social security institutions are 
increasingly adopting digital identity and biometric technologies, 
which are enabling them to extend social security coverage.

Biometrics are increasingly applied to identify individuals for 
social security operations. Gabon’s National Social Security Fund 
(Caisse nationale de sécurité sociale – CNSS) is a pioneer in the 
use of such applications. Biometrics are being used for identity 
validation and proof-of-life checks for pensioners by the National 
Social Security Institute of Mozambique, the CNSS of Guinea, 
the CNPS of Cameroon and the CNSS of Togo.

The LAPT of Kenya is collecting fingerprints, hand geometry, 
and retina and iris patterns to automate member verification 
through an e-service. At the same time, Morocco’s CIMAR is 
using a mobile application with image recognition capabilities, 
to remotely validate retiree identification.

Leveraging data as a strategic asset for social security: 
Advanced information systems, analytics and artificial 
intelligence. African social security institutions are increasingly 
using advanced information systems to improve the effectiveness 
and efficiency of decision-making processes.

Tunisia’s CNSS has implemented automatic control measures 
using analytics, while the National Pension and Occupational Risks 
Office for Civil Servants, Magistrates and Judicial Personnel (Office 
national des pensions et risques professionnels des fonctionnaires, 
des magistrats et des agents de l’ordre judiciaire – ONPR) in 
Burundi is using Geographic Information Systems to accurately 
locate accident sites. Other examples include the NSSF of Uganda, 
which is using machine learning techniques to identify and correct 
inconsistencies among the large volumes of customer statements.

As well as enhancing administrative processes and customer services, 
these initiatives are also strengthening institutional capacity.

Digital transformation of social security institutions. Digital 
transformation involves defining strategic visions for the medium- 
and long-term transformation of services and processes, based on 
an ICT strategy and aligned with institutional goals.

An increasing number of African social security institutions are 
following this approach. Cabo Verde’s National Social Security 
Institute (INPS) has a strategic plan for 2017–2021 focusing on 
extension of coverage and quality of services by using emerging 
technologies (INPS, 2019). The National Social Security Fund 
of Morocco (CNSS), the National Social Security Fund (Caisse 
nationale de sécurité sociale – CNSS) of Djibouti and the Social 
Security Fund of Libya have developed similar plans.

The Eswatini National Provident Fund has conducted a large 
ICT-based modernization project to improve the quality of services. 
In Morocco, the Collective Scheme for Retirement Allowances (Régime 
Collectif d’Allocation de Retraite – RCAR) is developing a strategic 
plan to promote the use of agile development methodologies.

ICT is also a key enabler and facilitator of the transformation and 
re-engineering of institutional business processes, both within the 
institution, between the institution and its public, and with private 
external partners. It brings significant gains in efficiency and 
improves the transparency and integrity of institutional business 
processes and services.

The Democratic Republic of the Congo recently introduced a 
combined management system for the declaration and payment 
of taxes, social security contributions and payroll-based employer 
contributions. South Africa is using an electronic appeals information 
system to speed up and increase the turn-around times for the 
adjudication of beneficiaries’ social assistance appeals.

In Morocco, a fully computerized management platform, Usine 
prévoyance, now ensures the prompt payment of benefits, 
effective handling of complaints, traceability of all transactions, 
and simultaneous dissemination of information through 
all branches, call centres, web-based and mobile means, 
and social networks.
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GOOD PRACTICES

Good practices shared by ISSA member organizations show 
that most of their developments focus on improving customer 
service delivery. Many have also been conducting comprehensive 
institutional transformations comprising governance aspects, 
enhanced compliance enforcement and digital transformation 
through the application of innovative ICTs.

Côte d’Ivoire: Social Insurance 
Institute - National Social Insurance 
Fund (IPS-CNPS)

Under its e-services strategy, the Côte d’Ivoire’s IPS-CNPS 
has developed web-based applications to improve both the 
collection of contributions and the delivery of medical services. 
The “e-Cotisations” web application simplifies the collection of 
contributions and automates several operations, while the “e-CM” 
is used to automate medical control tasks, prevent fake claims 
from being filed and improve controls on work-related injury 
medical costs. This application enables the IPS-CNPS to perform 
beneficiary identity control, prescriptions traceability and exchanges 
with physicians, as well as to manage digital versions of medical 
certificates. These new tools have reduced evasion and fraud in 
social security operations.

The digital transformation strategy has enabled to enhance 
the efficiency of customer services as well as the quality of the 
information. Supported by a collaborative platform, the IPS-CNPS 
has also adopted new agile software development methodologies. 
This approach has improved the efficiency of application development 
and the management of ICT incidents.

The return on investment of “e-Cotisations” and “e-CM” software 
applications has been very positive, and their success has encouraged 
further work to digitize and simplify procedures to improve 
customer service.

Tunisia: National Social Security Fund 
(Caisse nationale de sécurité sociale 
– CNSS)

Tunisia’s CNSS has undergone a comprehensive management 
transformation reform encompassing governance, digitalization 
and compliance enforcement. The institutional governance model 
is based on permanent performance assessment, and is in line 
with the ISSA Guidelines on Good Governance (ISSA, 2019a). 
Furthermore, in line with national strategies, this model has led 
to the creation of a crosscutting anti-corruption unit reporting to 
the General Director.

The strategic transformation plan prioritizes quality project 
management and the definition of institutional business processes. 
The main goals are improving the quality of services, increasing 
the contributions collected and improving compliance controls 
through a process-based digital transformation. These are in 
line with ISSA Guidelines on Information and Communication 
Technology (ISSA, 2019c).

Concerning compliance enforcement, the CNSS has developed a 
strategy and concrete specific measures to counter evasion and 
fraud, in line with the ISSA Guidelines on Error, Evasion and Fraud 
in Social Security Systems (ISSA, 2019d). A system has been set 
up to use multidimensional analysis techniques to detect potential 
fraud cases. The system uses the CNSS’s data and information from 
external organizations obtained using interoperability techniques.

Good practices on facilitating payment 
and controlling identity and life status

Several African social security institutions have been implementing 
innovative approaches to facilitate payments and to control 
beneficiaries’ identity and life status.

The CNPS of Cameroon has set up online payment services through 
a mobile money model, use of which has become the preferred 
payment approach for both members and employers. The CNPS 
has also introduced biometric identification mechanisms, which 
have been effective in addressing identity fraud. The results have 
also helped to enhance the efficiency of fraud control in general.

Guinea’s CNSS has set up a system of pension payment using 
mobile technologies and microfinance structures. This has made 
instant payment possible in regions with limited bank presence. 
Biometric identification mechanisms have also been set up to 
address identity fraud, not just among beneficiaries but also among 
employees declared by employers. Employers are now obliged to 
provide employees with a biometric card.

The LAPT of Kenya has implemented a “mobile wallet” for pensioners, 
which enables retirees to receive their pension directly, and even 
to request a pension advance free of charge. It also reduces overall 
costs by avoiding banking fees. The LAPT has also implemented 
biometric-based controls to enhance service delivery to members 
and minimize error, evasion and fraud. On retirement, a pensioner’s 
biometric details – fingerprints, hand geometry, retina and iris 
patterns – are collected. This system streamlines the process of 
obtaining life certificates required as proof of eligibility for the 
pension and can be accessed using handheld devices, thereby 
increasing access for pensioners with disabilities or living in 
remote areas.
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• Improving service delivery requires developing institutional capacity and
an understanding of client needs across different population groups as
well as their capacity to use mobile technologies.

• Enforcing compliance and addressing error, evasion and fraud involves
developing powerful detection systems, establishing clear regulatory
frameworks to formalize workers status and clarifying employers’
contributory obligations.

• Inter-institutional coordination and public-private partnerships are key
factors for developing comprehensive and effective social security services.

• The growing digital transformation among social security institutions is
a key enabler for enhancing customer services, as well as boosting the
efficiency of internal processes. Putting the transformation into practice
requires a full institutional commitment – from the CEO to all the staff.

• The intensive application of cutting edge ICT, while a success factor,
also involves risks and challenges. Well-defined strategies and structured
plans aligned with institutional objectives must be in place when carrying
out technology adoptions and digital transformation.

• New technologies and agile human resources go hand in hand. Human
capital empowered by technology is key to innovation.

ISSA – Priorities for social security – Africa
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02 
EXTENDING AND 
MAINTAINING 
SOCIAL SECURITY 
COVERAGE

African policy-makers and institutions are conscious of the 
need for the adequate extension of social security coverage 
on the continent. The adoption of ILO Recommendation 
(No. 202) concerning National Floors of Social Protection, 
2012, has strengthened this determination. Over the 
past few decades, the scope of legal coverage for social 
protection has broadened significantly across Africa. 
However, effective coverage rates remain low, especially 
among rural and informal labour market workers.

With the support of international organizations, nearly all 
countries in Africa have adopted comprehensive national 
social security development plans and strategies, including 
the introduction or extension of a basic social security 
package incorporating essential health care, child support 

for school-age children and a minimum pension. In addition, 
African countries have taken a variety of approaches to 
extending coverage under contributory pension schemes. 
Nevertheless, significant challenges remain in closing 
coverage gaps for contributory schemes. Gaps persist in 
the number of people covered under each scheme, as well 
as in the number of risks and contingencies covered and 
the adequacy of benefits.

In turn, administrative capability remains crucial to the 
effectiveness of social security protection as its quality 
depends on the capabilities of administering institutions. 
Although African institutions have achieved significant 
improvements in service delivery capabilities, they face 
a multiplicity of policy and administrative challenges.
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Africa is the continent with the lowest 
social security coverage rates in the 
world. However, great efforts have led 
to a significant extension of the scope 
of legal coverage for social protection. 
Nearly 90 per cent of the 345 statutory 
social security programmes in Africa are 
contributory schemes. Considering that 
– according to ILO data (ILO, 2017a) –
85.8 per cent of employment in Africa is
informal, it is remarkable that in 2021,
18 per cent of Africa’s population has
effective access to at least one form of
social protection. Old-age pensions are
the most widespread benefit, covering
30 per cent of the older population.
Around 16 per  cent of children are
covered by cash benefit programmes,
and around 16 per cent of mothers receive
birth-related benefits. In the labour
market, only 5.6 per cent of jobseekers
receive some form of unemployment
benefit. The provision of benefits for
persons living with disabilities is, for the
most part, unsatisfactory, with only

9.5 per cent of the vulnerable who live 
in poverty and deprivation receiving 
social assistance (UNDP, 2019).

ISSA Country profiles (for 2019) show 
that 49 African countries with social 
protection coverage have statutory 
provisions on at least three social security 
policy areas (disability, employment 
injury, family, maternity, old age, 
sickness, survivors and unemployment). 
Six have fully comprehensive provisions 
in place, while 30 have coverage in 
five to seven areas, and 13 countries 
address three or four.

Both the International Social Security 
Association (ISSA) and the African Union 
are committed to the Global Partnership 
for Universal Social Protection, including 
social protection floors, in support of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
Building social security is also one of 
the priority areas in Agenda 2063, 
the development agenda for Africa.
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African social security coverage in legislation

51% 12%

All countries have social security 
legislation for old age.

Source: ISSA (2019f).

Percentage of countries that have 
legislation that covers between 5 and 
6 social security branches.

Source: ILO (2017a).

Percentage of countries that have 
legislation that covers all 8 social 
security branches.

Effective coverage in Africa, by population group

17.8% 5.6% 15.9%

Population covered by at least one 
benefit in 2019.

Source: ILO (2017a).

Unemployed persons covered by 
unemployment benefits in 2019.

Families receiving family benefits 
in 2019.

Coverage of health services in Africa

83% 6%

Rural population without legal coverage 
to health protection.

Source: ILO (2017a).

Percentage of global healthcare workers 
based in Africa.
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ACHIEVING UNIVERSAL 
AND SUSTAINABLE SOCIAL 
PROTECTION COVERAGE

Social protection and the right to social security are internationally 
recognized fundamental human rights. While social protection 
plays a vital role in improving livelihoods, alleviating poverty, 
promoting inclusive growth and supporting socioeconomic resilience, 
low coverage in Africa means that the vast majority of people do 
not enjoy their right to social protection.

Over the past few decades, the scope of legal coverage for social 
protection has broadened significantly across Africa. Effective 
coverage rates remain low, however, and access to benefits and 
services is limited. This is due to underinvestment in social protection 
and implementation gaps in existing programmes.

Nevertheless, in response to the global commitment to achieve 
universal social protection for all, including “floors” set out 
in the SDGs, the African Union in collaboration with the ISSA, 
the International Labour Organization (ILO) and other development 
partners, has emphasized the importance of effective access to social 
protection benefits and services in Africa’s development agenda.

Africa is the continent with the lowest social security coverage 
rates in the world. It is also has the highest proportion of its 
population living in poverty and multidimensional deprivation. 
The changing socioeconomic context, demographic transitions 
and climate change are producing new groups of vulnerable 
people. In this context, social protection must go beyond providing 
access to basic health care to include measures to improve civil 
and environmental protection, in particular among vulnerable 
populations, especially agricultural workers.

Universal social protection is essential for building dynamic and 
inclusive societies and economic growth, social cohesion and 
socioeconomic resilience, in line with Africa’s Agenda 2063. Social 
protection plays an equally important role in meeting the targets 
under the SDGs, in particular Goal 1 “End poverty in all its forms 
everywhere”, Goal 3 “Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being 
for all at all ages”, Goal 5 “Achieve gender equality and empower 
all women and girls”, Goal 8 “Promote sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment 
and decent work for all”, and Goal 10 “Reduce inequality within 
and among countries”.

While these goals are achievable, meeting them will require 
courageous and comprehensive policy responses that balance 
universal protection with the need for adequate and sustainable 
approaches. This will mean designing and implementing social 
protection floors, while also enhancing the outreach and effectiveness 
of social security schemes, especially social insurance to cover the 
working poor.

DEVELOPING AND IMPLEMENTING 
SOCIAL PROTECTION FLOORS

Some countries have made significant progress in developing 
universal social protection systems, particularly with regard to 
pensions and access to essential health care. This has been achieved 
through a combination of contributory and non-contributory 
financing; the coordination of private and public, national and 
community-based interventions; international cooperation; 
and exchange of knowledge and experiences (where the ISSA 
plays a defining role).

Combination of contributory and 
non‑contributory financing

The combination of contributory and non-contributory mechanisms 
is the major driver of improved social security coverage rates, 
especially among the older population. While coverage rates for 
old-age pensions are still low in Africa (estimated at 29.6 per cent), 
some countries, including Botswana, Cabo Verde, Eswatini, Lesotho, 
Mauritius, Namibia, the Seychelles and South Africa, have attained 
universal coverage in old-age pensions through a combination of 
tax and contribution-based financing.

While most countries have contributory public pension schemes, 
evidence suggests that none has yet successfully achieved universal 
coverage in any branch of social security on a contributory basis 
alone. This underlines the need for sound economic policies that 
will generate the tax revenues required to fund the benefits and 
services required to achieve universal access to social security 
protection. Mauritius is the only country in the region with a universal 
health-care system that is fully financed on a non-contributory 
basis. Other countries, such as Ghana and Rwanda, have achieved 
universal health coverage financed primarily through taxes.

Coordination of public and private, national and 
community-based interventions

The effective roll out of social protection floors requires 
multi-stakeholder partnerships involving public, private and 
non-profit-making entities, as well as international, national and 
community-based partners, especially in the area of health care 
(Olu et al., 2019).

In Rwanda, universal health coverage has almost been achieved 
through community-based implementation of policies and 
programmes set at the national level; the Government of Rwanda 
formulates policies and exercises regulatory oversight for districts, 
which are responsible for the planning and delivery of public 
services. Health centres maintain financial autonomy and plan 
their activities in line with the needs of the community. Going 
forward, the Government will take measures to involve the private 
sector as a matter of priority for fostering the sustainability of the 
health system.

24

ISSA – Priorities for social security – Africa



Collaboration with the private sector is essential: the role of 
employers in deducting contributions at source and paying 
over to the competent authority is crucial to the success of 
employment-based social protection schemes and the sustainability 
and further extension of employment-based insurance programmes. 
Public-private partnerships are key to financing universal health 
care benefits. In Gabon, for example, mobile telephone network 
operators make a major contribution to financing universal health 
care through a 10 per cent levy on turnover, excluding tax, and a 
1.5 per cent levy on money transfers outside the country.

Covering the “missing middle”

The “missing middle” refers to workers in the informal economy 
who are too poor to contribute to a social security scheme, 
yet whose income prevents them from accessing social assistance 
benefits targeted at those living in extreme poverty. They can 
therefore be defined as “working poor”. They require a national 
legal framework, which may include self-employed, rural workers, 
migrant workers, domestic workers, micro- or small (and even 
medium-sized) enterprise workers, as well as people engaged in new 
forms of work. As nearly 90 per cent of the existing 345 statutory 
social security programmes in the African region are contributory 
(usually social insurance programmes covering various branches), 
the extension of such schemes to cover the “missing middle” is 
crucial for African nations to realize sustainable and equitable 
universal social security coverage by 2030. Subsidizing contributions 
is an effective approach to fostering enrolment in programmes.

Coverage deficit

In Africa, significant challenges remain in closing coverage gaps 
for contributory schemes. Gaps persist in the number of people 
covered under each scheme, as well as in the number of risks and 
contingencies covered and the adequacy of benefits.

Only 9.6 per cent of the African working-age population contributes 
to pension schemes (6.3 per cent for sub-Saharan Africa and 
19.9 per cent for North Africa); 75 per cent of the African population 
(77 per  cent in rural areas and 50 per  cent in urban areas) 
lacks effective access to statutory health insurance. Although 
some countries, including Ghana and Rwanda, have introduced 
contributory maternity insurance schemes, as many as 80 per cent 
of African women giving birth do not have maternity cash benefits. 
Only 7.9 per cent of the labour force in Africa has statutory cover 
through contributory unemployment protection schemes (compared 
to 0.5 per cent through non-contributory schemes); unemployment 
protection schemes exist in only a few countries.

While most countries worldwide take a social insurance approach to 
compensation for work injuries and occupational diseases, workers 
in several African countries still depend on direct employer liability 
compensation in case of injury at work. The overall effective work 
injury insurance coverage is only slightly higher than 10 per cent 
in Africa (ILO, 2017b). Despite an average life expectancy in Africa 
of over 70 years, long-term care insurance remains rare.

There is also significant room for improvement in benefit adequacy 
and system sustainability. While some countries may claim to have 
high health insurance coverage rates, the services covered may be 
limited to predominantly primary care. The lack of annual indexation 
of cash benefits results in a gradual decrease in the purchasing 
power of the entitlement. Automatic adjustment of these parameters 
is essential to address this issue. Conversely, overly generous 
increases at election time render the system unsustainable and 
the inevitable subsequent abrupt reductions result in the erosion 
of public trust in the government and its institutions.

Recent achievements

Alongside robust economic growth over recent years, Africa has 
made great strides in closing the social security coverage gap. 
With the support of international organizations, such as the ILO, 
nearly all countries in Africa have adopted comprehensive national 
social security development plans and strategies, including the 
introduction or extension of a basic social security package 
incorporating essential health care, child support for school age 
children and a minimum pension. Various governments, including 
those of Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa have developed 
national identification systems to boost the population’s use of 
digital services.

African countries have taken a variety of approaches to extending 
coverage under contributory pension schemes. In Rwanda, 
for example, the formal-sector pension administrator is also the 
central administrator of the informal-sector pension scheme, which 
involves matching contributions from the Government. In Kenya, 
the first mobile money scheme in the region has been launched, 
leveraging the National Federation of Jua Kali, an informal-sector 
association, with the involvement of the Retirement Benefits 
Authority, a strong regulator. The Government is planning to 
relaunch the Mbao Pension Scheme and address scaling and 
administrative challenges. In Uganda, the approach has relied on a 
more classic microfinance scheme. The Government is considering a 
centralized approach to addressing the scale issue. The Government 
of Ghana has been trying a combination of the above approaches. 
Several other countries, including Algeria, Cabo Verde, Mauritius 
and South Africa, have achieved universal pension coverage 
through a mix of contributory and non-contributory programmes.

Rwanda is internationally recognized for its success in offering 
access to health care to over 90 per  cent of its population. 
With over 80 per cent of Rwandans insured by mutual health 
schemes, the Government has ensured that citizens have access 
to basic health care. All operational health centres currently have 
a community-based health insurance section, with 100 per cent 
geographic coverage.

Ghana has adopted the first national health insurance scheme in 
sub-Saharan Africa, with compulsory enrolment into either the 
national scheme or a private health insurance scheme. The national 
scheme has various funding sources: 70 per cent from indirect 
taxation (2.5 per cent levy on selected goods and services) and 
20–25 per  cent from social security contributions of formal 
workers. Premium exemptions are offered to some population 

25

ISSA – Priorities for social security – Africa



groups, such as children younger than age 18, people aged 70+, 
pensioners under the social security scheme and National Insurance 
Trust, and beneficiaries of the Livelihood Empowerment Against 
Poverty programme. The benefits package secured by the National 
Health Insurance Scheme (NHIS) covers 95 per cent of conditions 
through more than 4,000 public and private health care providers. 
According to the web portal of Ghana’s NHIS, about 40 per cent 
of the population is currently enrolled.

In Morocco, a comprehensive social security system has been set 
up benefiting millions of Moroccans. The National Social Security 
Fund (Caisse nationale de sécurité sociale – CNSS) provides social 
security protection against loss of income in the event of disability, 
old age, survivorship, illness or maternity and loss of employment. 
In recent years, social and health coverage have been extended 
gradually to salaried workers in agriculture, artisans and artisanal 
fishers, as well as self-employed and domestic workers. According 
to its web portal, the CNSS has more than 182,000 reporting 
companies and allows swift receipt of benefits for more than 
90 per cent of those insured who are declared through this channel.

In most countries across Africa, family and community support 
mechanisms are an integral part of social protection. There is, 
however, an irreversible transition to formal social security, focusing 
initially on old-age pensions and gradually expanding in scope 
to cover other contingencies such as health, maternity, family, 
sickness, work injury and occupational diseases, thus resulting 
in semi- and sometimes fully comprehensive social security 
coverage (News24, 2016). In Zambia, for example, a new Workers’ 
Compensation Fund has been established to provide access to 
employment injury insurance for more than 2 million workers in the 
formal economy. On the governance and operational side, recent 
measures in Rwanda have promoted the switch from employer 
liability to publicly managed social security arrangements under 
the Rwanda Social Security Board.

Unemployment insurance is increasingly recognized not only as a 
compensation system but as a macro-economic stabilization tool. 
It is essential for employment policy and vocational rehabilitation, 
and as a means of supporting social cohesion and economic growth. 
Countries such as Algeria, Mauritius, Morocco and South Africa 
have already implemented unemployment protection schemes. 
The latest scheme to be set up was the new unemployment scheme 
in Cabo Verde, in 2016.

Administrative challenges

At all stages in developing and investing in a social protection 
scheme, efficient administration is essential to ensure its cost-
efficiency and effective functioning. Furthermore, the protection 
delivered and the quality of delivery depend on the capabilities of 
administering institutions. The institution must be able to identify 

and register contributors and beneficiaries; collect contributions 
and enforce compliance; manage claims and deliver benefits 
and services; and ensure the safeguarding of assets. It must also 
secure sustained political and social support for access to social 
security protection for all.

Administrative capability is therefore crucial to the effectiveness of 
social security protection in countries across Africa. Nonetheless, 
social security administrations face a multiplicity of policy and 
administrative challenges.

In Africa, social security schemes comprise predominantly 
contributory social insurance schemes and national provident funds, 
designed to respond to the needs of workers in standard forms of 
work: employment with formal employer-employee contracts. Under 
this arrangement, the employer finances at least 50 per cent of the 
social security contributions and takes responsibility for withholding 
the employee’s share of contributions at source, and for paying 
the social security administration. Since the vast majority of the 
population in the region is, however, engaged in informal or own 
account work, with no formal employer-employee relationship, 
this gives rise to widespread exclusion, evasion and fraud.

High levels of informal employment and the rise of non-standard 
forms of work (brought about by the digital economy) are also 
leaving an increasing share of the population in jobs typically not 
covered by existing social security arrangements. This exacerbates 
an already complex situation.

In an effort to extend social security protection to population 
groups, such as own account workers, platform workers and 
small-scale entrepreneurs, countries are increasingly opening up 
social insurance schemes with voluntary insurance arrangements. 
In such cases, there is usually no legal basis for the administering 
institution to enforce compliance with the payment of contributions. 
In other circumstances, particularities such as fluctuating incomes 
or seasonal employment render the application of mandatory 
insurance rules on voluntarily insured persons impractical.

In response to these challenges, some countries are implementing 
administrative and legal innovations to adjust voluntary insurance 
products to the needs of target groups, thereby increasing their 
attractiveness. In Algeria, for example, instead of opening up 
social insurance to informal workers under the National Social 
Insurance Fund for Employees (Caisse nationale des assurances 
sociales des travailleurs salaries – CNAS), the Government has 
set up the National Social Security Fund for non-Salaried workers 
(Caisse nationale de sécurité sociale des non-salariés – CASNOS). 
This is expected to reduce the incidence of evasion in cases where 
self-employed workers elect to opt out of voluntary contributions.

Another common administrative challenge faced by social security 
administrations in Africa is that most financial markets are not 
large enough to absorb social security reserves.
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GOOD PRACTICES

Kenya: From coverage of the informal 
economy to a universal social 
pension programme

In Kenya, 80 per cent of the workforce is in the informal economy 
and not covered by social security. The National Social Security 
Fund (NSSF), which holds the mandate to provide social security 
coverage, continues to innovate and tap into every available 
channel to extend coverage.

Given that 83 per  cent of Kenya’s population have access to 
formal mobile financial services, in 2019, the NSSF introduced 
“Haba Haba”, an innovative, simple and flexible information 
communication technology, by means of which workers in the 
informal economy can use their cellphones to register for social 
security, make contributions, access their individual profiles and 
monitor the growth of their savings in real time. Taxi and bus drivers 
were the first groups encouraged to use the new system, followed 
by vendors and digital taxi operators. Since the introduction of 
the programme, over 500 informal economy workers have signed 
up to the new service every month.

The “Inua Jamii 70+” programme is another innovation: a universal 
old-age pension for individuals aged 70+. The programme was 
launched in 2018 as part of the Kenyan Social Protection Investment 
Plan, which includes the implementation of universal child and 
disability benefits. All Kenyans aged 70+ receive the equivalent of 
approximately 20 US dollars per month, a reliable income in older 
age. This is the biggest social pension scheme in East Africa in 
terms of total coverage. It also has a wider global significance, as it 
is owned and funded by the Government of Kenya and therefore 
does not rely on funding from international donors.

The introduction of the scheme follows a growing trend in which low- 
and middle-income countries around the world are expanding their 
social protection systems, in particular by enacting social pensions. 
Other countries with universal social pension programmes include 
Botswana, Cabo Verde, Lesotho, Mauritius, Namibia, the Seychelles, 
South Africa and the United Republic of Tanzania. In addition, 
Tanzanian Zanzibar launched a universal social pension in 2016.

Djibouti: From compensation 
to prevention

Many African social security organizations are undergoing a 
paradigm shift, from compensating occupational risks and paying 
out disability and early pensions, to getting ahead of the game 

by introducing prevention services. These services will reduce 
the number of occupational accidents and diseases and increase 
productivity. The idea behind this is simple: prevention constitutes 
an investment in a nation’s greatest resource – its people.

In 2017, Djibouti’s National Social Security Fund (Caisse nationale 
de sécurité sociale – CNSS) decided to introduce an occupational 
risk prevention service, with the aim of reducing occupational 
accidents and their related costs by setting up targeted prevention 
services. The initial phase included establishing a new prevention 
department and training its staff, after which the CNSS developed 
a targeted prevention programme for the most accident-prone 
sectors of economic activity that it insured. These sectors included 
construction, hotel services and trade industries. The awareness-
raising campaign promoted basic occupational safety and health 
precautionary measures, such as wearing personal protective 
equipment, and offering guidance for when working on scaffolding 
or roofs. It reached many employees who previously had no or only 
limited awareness of occupational safety and health.

The ISSA supports these initiatives through the ISSA Guidelines 
on Prevention of Occupational Risks (ISSA, 2019e) and Vision 
Zero, a programme providing campaign tools and simple rules to 
prevent occupational accidents and diseases through a systemic 
and participatory approach in the workplace.

Tunisia: Coverage extension for women

In Tunisia, the agricultural sector is characterized by the prevalence 
of informal employment. The vast majority of the workforce is 
female, with over 35 per cent lacking access to any form of social 
protection. In September 2019, Tunisia’s National Social Security 
Fund (Caisse nationale de sécurité sociale – CNSS), together 
with the Ministries of Social Affairs, Women, Agriculture and 
Communication Technologies, launched a pilot project entitled 
“Protège-moi” (Protect Me) to extend social security coverage to 
rural women working in agriculture.

The project registers beneficiaries, assigns them a social security 
number, provides remote payment of contributions through a private 
IT service provider, and communicates with the beneficiaries to 
foster a social security culture. At the beginning of 2020, over a 
thousand women were already covered by this scheme, with numbers 
of new beneficiaries continuously increasing.
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• Social security administrations, in particular ISSA member organizations, 
have been sensitive and responsive to the challenges facing social security 
schemes and programmes in Africa.

• Innovative approaches are emerging to ensure coverage by existing 
schemes, and to reach difficult-to-cover groups.

• Modern ICT solutions are being used to identify and register new 
beneficiaries, collect contributions and modernize service delivery to 
respond to the evolving needs of the population.

• Coverage extension requires forging strategic partnerships and simplifying 
procedures to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of services provided, 
as well as to enhance outreach.
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03 
MEETING THE 
NEEDS OF 
AN AGEING 
POPULATION

Africa is by far the youngest continent in the world. 
The African median age of 19 is less than half that of 
Europe or the United States of America and Canada, 
and still over 40 per  cent lower than other regions. 
By 2100, it is expected that close to half of the world’s 
youngest children (0–4 years) will be in Africa.

The small proportion of older people, combined with 
relatively low life expectancy, has meant that limited 
political attention has been paid to the issue of ageing. 
This is cause for concern. Despite the young population, 
there is a trend of rapid demographic ageing in Africa, 
with differing effects at the subregional level: while the 

northern and southern parts of the region are growing 
older, the east and west remain young. At the country 
level, cities attract younger generations, while rural 
populations grow older. Thus, the ageing trend, albeit 
rapid and widespread, is not unfolding uniformly.

Africa is also being affected profoundly by a shift in the 
traditional model of family-based care, resulting from 
accelerated urbanization and recent economic and societal 
developments (strong economic growth, increasingly 
individualistic life choices, and migration). This shift 
explains the need to extend institutional coverage to 
provide care for older people from outside the family unit.
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The demographic 
situation in Africa

According to data from United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs (UNDESA, 2020a), one in 
11 people in the world is older than age 
65. This is projected to increase to one 
in six by 2050. It is estimated that there 
will be 846 million more elderly people, 
representing about 16 per cent of the 
total global population. With expected 
lower fertility rates, as well as a longer 
life expectancy both at birth and at 
age 65, old-age dependency ratios are 
expected to increase in all regions. 
In Africa, the fertility rate will drop 
from 4 children per woman in 2020 to 
3 in 2050, and the life expectancy at 
age 65 will increase by almost 2 years 
(from 13.50 years in 2020 to 15.17 
years in 2050). According to UNDESA, 
Africa will almost double its share of 
persons aged 65+ and almost triple in 
absolute numbers from 7 per cent (about 
47 million) in 2020 to 12.3 per cent in 
2050 (about 143 million). Sub-Saharan 
Africa alone will account for 52 per cent 
of global population growth (1.05 billion 
people) by 2050. The number of people 
older than age 65 in the subregion will 
increase from 31.9 million in 2019 to 
101.4 million in 2050. This represents 
the second fastest increase of this 
population group with a projected 
growth of 69.5 million more people 
aged 65 in sub-Saharan African in 
2050 than at present. Africa’s overall 
share of world’s elderly population 
will increase from around 5 per cent 
currently to around 7 per cent in 2050. 
In comparison, in 2050, East and South-
east Asia will be home to 37 per cent 
of the global elderly, followed by 
21 per cent in Central and Southern 
Asia, and 19 per cent in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Globally, in 2018, 

for the first time in history, persons 
aged over 65 outnumbered children 
aged under 5.

The current demographic old-age 
dependency ratio in Africa is 
6.3 per cent. This is expected to increase 
to 9.2 per cent by 2050. In other words, 
for every person aged 65 or older, there 
are about 16 people aged 14 to 64; 
by 2050, this number will decrease to 
11. Although at the global level, Africa 
has the lowest old-age dependency ratio, 
the effects of an ageing population 
on the economic dependency ratio, 
which reveals a more nuanced picture, 
are much greater. The economic 
dependency ratio takes into account 
the number of people between the ages 
of 15 and 64 who are actually employed. 
For Africa, the economic dependency 
ratio is set to double, from 6.3 per cent 
to 12 per cent (8.5 persons aged 14 to 
64 for every person aged 65 or older). 
With family structure changing in some 
countries (Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Namibia, Zimbabwe, for example) due to 
lower fertility rates and rural to urban 
migration, the number of “skipped-
generation” households (households 
in which grandparents live with their 
grandchildren, without parents present) 
is projected to increase by 10 per cent.

Social protection programmes have 
the potential to mitigate the impact 
of these developments by providing 
income security in old age. According 
to International Labour Organization 
(ILO) data, however, effective coverage 
of pension programmes remains low: 
68 per cent of the global population 
aged 65+ currently receives an old-age 
pension, either through contributory or 
non-contributory systems. The lowest 
effective coverage rate is in sub-Saharan 
Africa, with 22.7 per cent. The highest 
rates are in Europe and North America, 
at over 97 per cent.
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Demographic changes that contribute to increased old-age 
dependency ratios

50% x3 From 4 to 3 children 
per woman

Percentage of global population growth 
by 2050 in Africa (1.05 billion).

Source: UNDESA (2019).

By 2050, the population aged 65+ in 
Africa will have tripled.

The reduction in fertility rates per 
woman in Africa from 2020 to 2050.

Old-age dependency ratios and life expectancy at age 65161

1 in 16

81

1 in 8
80 years

It is estimated that there are 16 people 
aged 15–64 for every person aged 65+.

Sources: UNDESA (2019) and ILO (2019).

It is estimated that there are 8 employed 
people aged 15–64 for every person 
aged 65+.

Life expectancy at age 65 will increase 
from 78.5 in 2020 to 80.2 years in 2050.

Source: UNDESA (2019).

Old-age pension effective coverage

+37%
22.7% 43.6%

Increase in old-age pension coverage 
2017 to 2019 in Africa.

Source: ILO (2017a).

Population aged 65+ receiving an 
old-age pension in sub-Saharan Africa.

Source: ILO (2019).

Population aged 65+ receiving an old-age 
pension in Northern Africa.
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YOUNG AFRICA: THE MYTH OF A 
NEVER-AGEING CONTINENT

We often hear that Africa is the youngest and most dynamic continent 
on the planet. With a predicted 4.5 billion inhabitants in 2100, 
rising from 1.3 billion in 2018, Africa seems to have few concerns 
when it comes to population ageing (Fall, 2017). Older people 
represent a very small proportion of the continent’s population. 
Central Africa is the most youthful sub-region, with 44.6 per cent 
of the population younger than age 15; southern Africa is older, 
with 30 per cent of the population younger than age 15 (UNDESA, 
2020a). Although the continent’s northern and southern tips are 
already witnessing an ageing process (Hussein, 2016), countries 
in sub-Saharan Africa have not yet begun their demographic 
transition. Tunisia presently has a fertility rate of two children 
per woman, whereas in Niger the rate is 7.6. Africa’s relatively 
low life expectancy in global terms (45.3 years in Sierra Leone, 
75.8 in Tunisia) is another factor tempering the political urgency 
around the issue of ageing. Governments’ first priority is to provide 
for the young, the high demand from whom for training and 
professional integration is already difficult to meet, and who are 
not averse to voicing their dissatisfaction to the point of becoming 
a destabilizing political force.

There has always been a tendency to juxtapose the individualistic 
nature of industrialized societies against traditional African societies 
that have retained a sense of solidarity among extended family. 
In those traditions, older family members play a particular role as 
caregivers, and decision-makers, while at the same time receiving 
help from younger family members when it comes to some of the 
basic elements of day-to-day life. Global household profiles illustrate 
this contrast: in the northern hemisphere, more than a quarter 
of older people live alone (28 per cent in Europe), as opposed 
to only 7 to 8 per cent of Africa’s older generation (Antoine and 
Golaz, 2010). Building a picture of the relative poverty of older 
people in Africa is therefore complex, given the multiple informal 
support networks on which they have traditionally been able to 
depend (Golaz, 2015).

FEATURES OF AFRICAN AGEING

While the population of Africa is still characterized by unparalleled 
youth, ageing is a rapidly developing trend. The number of people 
aged 60+ is expected to more than triple over the coming 35 years, 
rising from 63.8 million people in 2015 to a projected 211.8 million 
in 2050. The number of those aged 80+ will quadruple over the 
same period, from 5.3 million to 20.4 million (Sajoux, Golaz and 
Lefebvre, 2015). Older people’s needs with regard to pensions 
and everyday care are therefore likely to increase exponentially 
in the near future. The speed of this phenomenon significantly 
reduces the time available for young countries in the throes of 
strong economic growth to build their resources to cope with the 
changes. This accelerated ageing is widespread across Africa, 
despite some subregional variation. The qualitative impact will 

be further exacerbated by other trends in African society, putting 
traditional methods of elderly care at risk. At the same time, 
Africa’s economic growth is accompanied by a widening gap in 
income and lifestyles. Intense urbanization over recent years is 
threatening the geographical solidarity that older people have 
traditionally relied on.

Most young people are benefitting little from the current economic 
boom and cannot, when out of work or in precarious employment, 
provide for their older relatives. Furthermore, those who move to 
the city to find work ultimately find themselves too far from older 
family members and unable to maintain them in housing that has 
become unaffordable. On the other hand, the small proportion of 
older people with homes in urban areas have a greater chance of 
being cared for by relatives, generally by a daughter or daughter-
in-law, particularly if they can offer younger family members a 
roof over their heads. In contrast, a widow unable to offer housing, 
living in a poor rural area or on the outskirts of a city, will often face 
neglect (Hane and Ka, 2014). This qualitative risk is particularly 
worrying, as people aged 65+ in Africa are frequently in greater 
need of support than their peers in richer regions. The World 
Health Organization (WHO) estimates that in Ghana, more than 
50 per cent of those older than age 65, and 65 per cent of older 
than age 75, need help with day-to-day tasks, while in Switzerland 
the figures are 5 per cent and 20 per cent, respectively (WHO, 
2017). Such starkly differing needs can clearly be attributed to the 
impact that less favourable regional, environmental and societal 
conditions have on older people’s health (ISSA, 2017b).

AN UNSATISFACTORY 
INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSE

Very few older people receive a pension in Africa; these are reserved 
for formal-sector employees (in large companies, usually city-based) 
and civil servants. Workers covered by a pension are the exception, 
not the rule, since 90 per cent of the continent’s jobs and around 
40 per cent of its GDP are generated by the informal economy (Fall, 
2017). In rural areas, the social protection of older people is weaker 
still. This is particularly the case for women, and especially for 
widows. In Morocco, while 30.4 per cent of men aged 60+ receive 
a pension, the same can be said for only 3 per cent of women of 
the same age. In Senegal, more than 90 per cent of recipients of 
the National Pension Fund (Fond national de retraites – FNR) are 
male (Ndiaye and Diabate, 2012).

In Africa, an estimated 22 per cent of older people draw a pension 
(37 per cent in the north and just 17 per cent in sub-Saharan 
Africa) as opposed to 47 per  cent in the Asia-Pacific region, 
with replacement rates that are often very low. This low coverage 
rate calls into question the sustainability of contributory schemes, 
the true dependency ratio of which (between pensioners and 
contributors) is in fact much closer to those of industrialized 
countries than to overall African demographics. Moreover, health-
care provision for chronic, typically age-related, conditions is rarely 
available. In several countries, including South Africa, the granting 
of a standard minimum pension is not linked to any health-care 
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entitlements. A handful of other countries, such as Cabo Verde, 
connect the right to a minimum pension with the right to free 
medical care. Older Africans are also often compelled to remain 
in work for as long as possible: men working as shopkeepers or 
drivers; women as weavers, garment makers, itinerant traders 
(selling nuts, doughnuts, prepared meals, etc.) or household help.

Even when someone has access to health coverage, seeing a doctor 
remains easier in urban than rural areas. The main problem is not 
access to the doctor per se, but rather how to meet any medication 
and hospitalization costs (Berhté-Sanou et al., 2013). In an attempt 
to make up for their lack of political weight, older people often try 
to assert their rights through representative associations. These 
associations could be much improved (Briaud, 2015), as could 
their ability to attract funding either from national authorities or 
international organizations and NGOs, despite the growing number 
of charities in Africa. In Burkina Faso, for example, while the 
number of NGOs providing public support rose from 273 in 2000 
to around 650 in 2015, none of those organizations advocates 
for older people (Enée, 2010).

ADAPTING INSTITUTIONAL POLICY 
TO FUTURE AGEING: INITIATIVES ON 
THE GROUND

At the international level, the increasing awareness of the need 
for a more proactive institutional response was underscored by 
the Second World Assembly on Ageing, held in Madrid, Spain 
in 2002. The ILO named older people as a priority group in its 
Recommendation (No. 202) on Social Protection Floors, 2012. 
The African Union called for improved care for older Africans 
in Agenda 2063, setting the objective of health and retirement 
coverage for older people. This has been done in line with the 
African Union Policy Framework and Plan of Action on Ageing, 
the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 
on the Rights of Older Persons, and the Common African Position 
on Long-Term Care Systems for Africa.

Several countries (including Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Mali, 
Nigeria, Senegal, and South Africa) have introduced national action 
plans for the promotion, protection and care of older people, 
with a view to coordinating institutional efforts. Some (Botswana, 
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Cabo Verde, Namibia, the Seychelles, South Africa and United 
Republic of Tanzania) have also established universal coverage 
(Ortiz, 2017). As a general rule, English-speaking countries have 
developed basic universal programmes, while French-speaking 
countries maintain contributory systems based on solidarity 
schemes (such as the Régime d’Assistance Médicale in Morocco 
and the Plan Sésame in Senegal).

The growing political awareness of the need for universal social 
protection coverage is proving slow to translate into widespread 
programmes and interventions, and coverage for only a small 
minority of older people remains the norm. Several institutional 
initiatives are moving in the right direction by extending basic 
coverage and strengthening efforts to formalize the economy to 
ensure broader, more formal and less traditional elder care. This is 
improving coverage for self-employed workers, domestic workers, 
farmers, fishers and other low-income or difficult-to-cover groups 
(ISSA, 2017b).

From a management perspective, extending coverage involves 
forging partnerships with other public administrations with fiscal 
or civil registry competencies (Sisay Bogale, 2017), as well as 
mobilizing personnel to work on replicable initiatives. Africa’s social 
security institutions are proving dynamic in this regard. Several 
pilot projects have been run (see the good practices submitted 
in 2020), which can be grouped according to four key priorities.

1. Formalization of the economy. Examples include the Côte 
d’Ivoire’s multidimensional survey on self-employed workers 
and the informal economy, the Seychelles’ informal-economy 
campaign and Tunisia’s implementation of an automated IT 
system for monitoring. These have been implemented through 
enhanced institutional cooperation and extending social security 
coverage to the informal economy through shared strategic 
partnerships (such as in Kenya).

2. Provision of adequate services in outlying areas. 
In Morocco, the General Mutual Fund for Civil Service Employees 
(Mutuelle générale du personnel des administrations publiques 
– MGPAP) finances mobile ophthalmological clinics. In Burundi, 
there is a programme for the countrywide rollout of mutually 
funded pharmacies.

3. Greater knowledge of insured parties. This is important 
both for identification purposes (such as through biometric 
identification, in Guinea) or to represent them in dealings 
with institutions (achieved in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo through partnership with a pensioners’ and 
annuitants’ association).

4. Policies aimed at difficult-to-cover groups. These should 
be in line with ISSA Guidelines on Administrative Solutions for 
Coverage Extension (ISSA, 2017b). Examples include Tunisia’s 
social security coverage programme aimed at women in rural 
areas and the Seychelles’ voluntary contribution starter gift 
voucher programme for the self-employed.

Despite this progress, much remains to be done to improve the care 
– in particular long-term care – provided to older people. Needs 
in that regard will increase rapidly as a result of demographic, 
migratory and cultural trends. With this in mind, the WHO has 
identified six general characteristics of an effective long-term care 
system (WHO, 2017):

• affordable and accessible care;

• respect for the individual’s dignity;

• emphasis on enhancing and maintaining the individual’s 
intrinsic capacity;

• focus on the individual’s needs, not those of the service;

• a well-treated and valued workforce; and

• public authority support.

While the WHO recognizes that several initiatives have been 
undertaken along these lines (such as in Ghana, Kenya, the Seychelles 
and South Africa), it is important to note that these are more 
often private, charitable initiatives at the national or subnational 
level. Their wider rollout across the continent requires access to 
political and institutional resources that are not yet available 
(Lloyd-Sherlock, 2019).
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GOOD PRACTICES

Formalizing the economy to achieve a critical mass 
of contributors

To strengthen institutional capacity to provide a structured response to the needs of an 
ageing society, Africa’s social security institutions must first develop suitable policies to 
transition to a formal economy. Only by increasing the number of social security contributors 
can the system manage the future costs of providing good quality care to older people. 
To that end, several incentives have been put in place.

In Kenya, the Local Authorities Pensions Trust has established a service specifically to 
co-insure survivor’s pensions, enabling members who so desire to identify the assets 
they wish to put aside for their inheritors. Alongside this, the Trust has also developed a 
system of micro-contributions for undeclared workers. Kenya’s National Social Security 
Fund has created Haba Haba, a shared digital platform in conjunction with several 
partner organizations, to facilitate identification of potential new fund members. Similarly, 
the Seychelles’ pension fund has launched an information campaign targeted primarily 
at uninsured groups, which clearly explains the benefits of registering with the social 
protection system.

Supporting the groups most challenged by ageing

The ageing of the African population, which is occurring in parallel with urbanization and 
an increasing tendency towards individualistic life choices, will have a major impact on 
the need for social security. Ageing is likely to pose the greatest problems in rural and 
outlying areas, especially among women and people without adequate housing. Africa’s 
social security institutions are therefore being encouraged to develop policies targeted 
specifically at the groups considered most vulnerable.

In Guinea, a payment service involving a network of microfinance offices and mobile phone 
technology enables benefits to be paid to people in the most isolated parts of the country. 
In Tunisia, the programme Protège-moi (Protect Me) of the National Social Security Fund 
(Caisse nationale de sécurité sociale – CNSS) seeks to support rural women, who are likely 
to face greater socioeconomic consequences of ageing than other groups. In Burundi, 
the Mutual Benefit Society for Public Employees (Mutuelle de la fonction publique – MFP) 
has set up a network of accredited pharmacies in outlying areas to cater to less densely 
populated regions. In Morocco, the MGPAP co-funds a mobile hospital service providing 
ophthalmological interventions, notably for degenerative cataracts, to older people living 
outside urban centres. In Zimbabwe, the National Social Security Authority launched its 
“Dzimba” programme, aiming to provide disabled members with decent housing, which 
will have a significant impact on older people’s quality of life.
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• Africa is the world’s youngest continent, which explains why ageing has 
thus far not been considered a pressing social issue.

• In African culture, older people are valued members of their extended 
family networks, and are therefore supported in their day-to-day lives.

• Population ageing in Africa is occurring in all countries, and rapidly so. 
The pace of ageing leaves a short window of opportunity for African 
governments to adapt their social structures, while their older populations 
– with their specific health and social care requirements – are on the 
brink of significant expansion.

• This demographic transition is far more advanced in northern and southern 
Africa than in sub-Saharan Africa.

• Population ageing goes hand in hand with other far-reaching trends: 
changing family structures, urbanization, individualization of profiles 
and income polarization.

• The most vulnerable are those unable to accommodate their family 
members, people living in remote areas, and women.

• Social security institutions therefore have an essential role in addressing 
these challenges by increasing the formalization of social protection and 
adapting to meet the needs of the ageing population in a context of 
growing mobility, individualism and income polarization.
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04 
PROMOTING 
INCLUSIVE 
GROWTH 
AND SOCIAL 
COHESION

Social security promotes inclusion and social cohesion 
by protecting the citizenry against risks throughout the 
life cycle.

Contributory programmes provide income protection to 
individuals, from the time they enter the labour market and 
through to life in retirement. Social assistance programmes 
offer a basic level of protection to those not covered by 
contributory schemes and, in addition, address poverty 
and social disadvantage, many of which begin in childhood 
because of insufficient nutrition, education, health care, 
housing and sanitation. Non-contributory programmes are 
investments in people that support individual well-being 
and help develop skills and capacities for employment 
and productive activity.

It is through the economic empowerment of people that 
social security creates important pathways to inclusion 
and social cohesion. To be underlined is the importance 
of overcoming policy fragmentation and of orchestrating 
the implementation of social security with other public 
programmes that support productive employment and 
shared economic growth. The road to inclusion and social 
cohesion is long and fraught with challenges, and social 
security cannot do it alone.
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Eight per cent of the global employed 
live in extreme poverty (on less than 
1.90 US dollars (USD) per day), and a 
further 13 per cent live in moderate 
poverty (less than USD 3.10 per day). 
In Africa, the proportion is much higher, 
with 33 per cent of employed people 
living in extreme poverty, and a further 
22 per cent in moderate poverty. There 
are stark differences at the subregional 
level: in sub-Saharan Africa, 40 per cent 
of employed people live in poverty, 
compared with only one per  cent in 
northern Africa. The highest rates of 
working poor are in Burundi and Somalia 
(72 per cent), while the Central African 
Republic, Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Guinea Bissau, Madagascar, 
Malawi and Mozambique all have rates 
above 50 per cent.

Social security programmes can foster 
inclusive growth, especially when 

ensuring income security in the early 
stages of life. Extending the provision 
of family benefits, including income 
benefits for children, therefore remains 
an important challenge. ISSA Country 
profiles (2019f) show that 31 countries in 
Africa have family benefits programmes 
in place; 11 have non-contributory 
programmes, while four others (Algeria, 
Djibouti, Gabon and Morocco) offer 
both contributory and non-contributory 
programmes. Contributory programmes 
are mainly reserved for formal workers. 
Employment rates tell only a partial 
story, as employment does not guarantee 
decent living conditions. When looking at 
effective coverage rates, it is important 
to note the gap between entitlement to 
access programmes and actual effective 
access: 15.9 per  cent of households 
with children receive at least one type 
of family benefit.
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The working poor in Africa

56%

in moderate poverty

34%

in extreme poverty

0.93%

56% of the working population live on 
under US$3.10 PPP per day. 

Source: ILO (2021).

34% of the working poor live on under 
US$1.90 PPP per day.

Source: ILO (2019).

Working poor in Northern Africa.

Unequal economic growth

GDP is growing
55% of national income 
owned by top 10%

From 2.1% in 2016 to 3.4% in 2019 of GDP growth; GDP growth experienced the 
largest contraction ever for the region (-1.9% in 2020) and growth is expected to 
rebound to 3.4% in 2021 (significantly lower than the trend anticipated before 
the pandemic).

Sources: OECD (2019) and IMF (2021).

in sub-Saharan Africa.

Source: Robilliard (2020).

Youth labour force participation rates

44.4% 16.3% 46%

Labour force participation rate of young 
men in Africa in 2019.

Source: ILO (2020).

Labour force participation rate of young 
women in Northern Africa in 2019.

Labour force participation rate of young 
women in sub-Saharan Africa in 2019.
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THE ECONOMIC EFFECTS OF 
SOCIAL SECURITY

Social security contributes to economic growth through both the 
demand and the supply sides of the economy. On the demand 
side, the multiplier effect of social security spending on economic 
activity has long been recognized. By supporting household income, 
contributory programmes stimulate economic activity and stabilize 
domestic consumption, especially in periods of slow growth and 
economic recovery. Fiscal spending on social assistance and 
social protection floors promotes economic activity along similar 
channels. In the long term, income support from social security 
contributes to income smoothing as people age.

On the supply side, social security programmes that address the 
needs of poor and disadvantaged groups are an investment in 
human capital. Providing access to a basic income, childcare, 
better nutrition, basic housing, health care, education and training 
improves people’s productive capacities and enables their active 
participation in the economy. Moreover, many of these programmes 
build and improve community infrastructure and social networks, 
which further contribute to a productive environment. The returns 
on these social investments lead to economic growth.

REDISTRIBUTION AND 
SOCIAL SECURITY

Social security also plays a risk-pooling and redistributive role. 
Contributory programmes redistribute resources within and across 
generations: the young support the old, the healthy support the 
sick, the able-bodied support the disabled, the employed support 
the unemployed, and so on. Protection becomes more affordable 
and inclusive through risk pooling. Analogously, the fiscal space 
created for non-contributory programmes redistributes income to 
lower-income groups and makes resources available to address the 
underlying causes of poverty and the needs of socially disadvantaged 
groups most of whom are women, children, the elderly, the disabled, 
migrants and ethnic minorities. Through its redistributive role, social 
security enhances and strengthens the foundations of inclusion 
and social cohesion. The redistribution of spending power within 
and across income groups and generations has spill over multiplier 
effects that further economic growth.

SOCIAL SECURITY, EMPLOYMENT 
AND INCLUSION

The concept of economic empowerment – enabling people to 
respond to their own needs and sense of well-being throughout 
the life course – is fundamental to any definitions of inclusion 
and social cohesion. Without economic empowerment, it would be 

difficult for people to feel included and participate meaningfully 
in society.

The best route to economic empowerment is through gainful 
and productive employment, made possible by vibrant labour 
markets and economic growth. For growth to foster inclusion, 
broad segments of the population must share it. Growth that does 
not diminish poverty or reduce inequality is not inclusive; jobless 
growth is the antithesis of inclusive growth.

The role of social security in enabling employment and supporting 
economic activity is an important pathway to inclusion and social 
cohesion. Data on social security coverage and the range of covered 
life contingencies as indicators of the inclusive role of social 
security leave much to be desired. Adequacy is one important 
consideration, with benefits and supporting services provided at 
sufficient levels and over periods long enough to empower people 
to escape poverty and to prevent falling through the cracks again. 
Breaking the cycle of poverty is a key objective of social security 
as is protecting people from falling into poverty due to risks that 
are beyond their capacity to mitigate.

The link between social security and employment is critical to 
inclusion and social cohesion. It highlights the interdependence of 
social security with all other policy instruments and programmes 
that support productive activities and active participation in the 
labour market. Social security cannot do it alone. Administrators 
must work hand in hand with other public agencies to maximize 
the synergies between social security and policies on employment, 
active labour market policies, education and training, school-
to-work strategies, job-creating initiatives including internship 
and entrepreneurship as well as microfinance and support for 
start-ups. Interventions in nutrition, housing and sanitation in 
the formative years of the young have significant impacts on 
their health, productive capacities and overall well-being. Early 
investments in human capital generate life-long dividends for the 
individual, society and the economy.

CHALLENGES AND PRIORITIES 
IN AFRICA

Africa’s robust economic growth of 4.5 per cent over the past two 
decades has not translated into substantial job creation for the 
larger population. Unemployment, poverty and inequality therefore 
continue to pose challenges in the region.

Accelerating Africa’s social and economic development requires 
significant investment and structural change. The infrastructure gap 
across the region is a major obstacle to the region’s integration. 
According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), Africa has the world’s highest maintenance 
costs for road and rail networks, with rail freight 150 per cent more 
expensive than in Latin America and 200 per cent more than in 
Asia. About 80 per cent of Africa’s total trade comes through ports, 
yet all of its ports combined handle less cargo than Shanghai alone.
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Productive transformation is slow for many reasons, including weak 
backward and forward linkages within the region that limit the 
scope for value-added local activities. The African Development 
Bank reports that western and central Africa depend largely on the 
export of raw materials and unprocessed goods in the extractive 
and agricultural sectors. East Africa is starting to move away from 
subsistence farming towards higher value-added agribusinesses 
and labour-intensive manufacturing. North Africa is exploring 
technology innovations, with oil and gas exports as mainstays of the 
economy. Southern Africa is shifting from commodity-dependent 
growth to value adding, industrialized economies.

The agricultural and service sectors continue to dominate the 
region’s economies; a preponderant share of the population 
depends on the informal economy. A recent report estimates that 
over 85 per cent of people in Africa as a whole, and 89 per cent 
in sub-Saharan Africa, depend on the informal economy (OECD 
and ILO, 2019). The share of informal employment ranges from 
34 per cent in South Africa to more than 90 per cent in other 
countries (where data are available). Moreover, many countries 
in the Sahel region are exposed to climate-related shocks and 
vulnerabilities, further compounding the challenges of daily living. 
Drought and erratic rainfall brought on by climate change have 
made food shortages a recurrent crisis.

The region’s social security priorities are clear: extending social 
security especially to workers in the informal economy; increasing 
social assistance schemes and social protection floors; and sensitizing 
social security to respond to climate change. Governments in Africa 
have embraced social security as an essential element of their 
national development strategies. Agenda 2063: “The Africa we 
want” embodies the African Union’s strategic framework, aiming 
to transform the continent over the coming 50 years. Goals under 
the Agenda include achieving a high standard of living, quality 
of life and well-being for all citizens, and ensuring sustainable 
access to health and the basic necessities of life. Affordable social 
security for all is also a recognized a priority.

However, Africa has some way to go. The ILO estimates that on 
average, 17.8 per cent of the total population benefit from effective 
coverage – from contributory and non-contributory schemes – 
ranging from 3 per cent in Uganda to 48 per cent in South Africa 
(ILO, 2017a). The region’s inability to create gainful employment 
is a major obstacle to the extension of social security coverage.

WOMEN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 
IN AFRICA

Among Africa’s potential strengths are the demographic dividend 
of its young population and the participation of women in the 
workforce. Both groups, however, face serious challenges in 
finding jobs. Comprehensive policy frameworks must therefore 
be established as a matter of urgency to counteract a possible 
decline in the labour force engagement of Africa’s young people, 
and alleviate their working poverty. Failure to do so could jeopardize 
their potentially significant contribution.

The ILO reports that in the period 1997–2017, the male youth 
labour force participation rates in northern and sub-Saharan Africa 
declined by 5.9 and 0.4 percentage points, respectively. Similarly, 
northern Africa’s female youth labour force participation rate 
declined by 4.5 percentage points. It only increased for young 
women in sub-Saharan Africa, by a modest 1.0 percentage point. 
Working poverty among young people in northern Africa improved 
from one in three in 2007, to one in four in 2017. Sub-Saharan 
Africa reports the highest youth poverty rate globally, at almost 
69 per cent in 2017, although this is an improvement of more than 
7 percentage points from the rate in 2007. Despite this decline, 
the absolute number of young people in working poverty in sub-
Saharan Africa increased by more than 10 million (to 65.8 million) 
in the period 2007–2010 (ILO, 2017a).

While entrepreneurship, start-ups and small growing businesses in 
Africa have the potential to stem and reverse these trends, large-
scale, sustained efforts will be needed in many areas, including 
closing infrastructure gaps and building a critical mass of skills, 
business environments, investors and the available finance.

The African Development Bank (ADB, 2019) reports that youth 
entrepreneurship (aged 25–35) has strong potential to drive 
inclusive growth. Significantly, it observes that the decision to open 
a business appears to be gender neutral, but a lack of education, 
business skills and access to finance are impeding such ventures. 
The report calls for micro-insurance and improvements in formal 
and vocational education, as well as training, particularly in 
accounting to enable young entrepreneurs to perform such tasks 
as basic book keeping and financial planning. It also suggests 
mentoring and internships through partnerships with businesses, 
financial institutions, educational institutions, and civil society 
organizations, including various youth organizations.

Young entrepreneurs in Africa are also taking advantage of the wide 
availability of the Internet in the region. According to the OECD, 
the top three activities among Africa’s start-ups are related to IT and 
the Internet, applications and software, and the creation of audio-
visual content and broadcasting. Small growing businesses in Africa 
are creating pockets of inclusive growth. As defined in a report by 
the Omidyar Network and Collaborative for Frontier Finance (2018), 
small growing businesses are “businesses, commercially viable, 
with 5–250 employees and significant potential and ambition for 
growth”. They can be high-growth ventures requiring investors, 
highly skilled workers and infrastructure; dynamic enterprises 
that seek to grow through niche markets; or livelihood-sustaining 
enterprises that serve local markets or value chains.

Proficiency in science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
are important to build young people’s skills and enable them to 
benefit from the business changes made available by technological 
transformation and the digital revolution. The OECD reports that 
the average ICT intensity of jobs in South Africa has increased by 
26 per cent over the past decade; the shares of ICT-intensive jobs 
in the formal economy in Ghana and Kenya are 6.7 per cent and 
18.4 per cent, respectively.

Social security institutions across Africa are innovating and 
taking on new responsibilities to support inclusive growth. 
In Namibia and Uganda, social security administrators provide 
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support to young people through training development funds 
and entrepreneurship programmes. The Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, Kenya, the Seychelles and Tunisia are among those 
using mobile technologies to extend protection to the informal 
economy and difficult-to-reach groups, including women in rural 
areas. Côte d’Ivoire and Nigeria have surveyed the informal 
economy to tailor their respective regulatory frameworks and 
develop strategies to extend coverage. Djibouti has prolonged 
maternity leave from 14 to 26 weeks to ensure infant health 
while also securing mothers’ employment. Kenya and Uganda 

are implementing financial literacy programmes to support the 
prudent use of programme benefits. Cameroon and Kenya are 
implementing eco-friendly policies and investments as part of their 
corporate social responsibility. An initiative in Zimbabwe to build 
cottages and huts for the homeless and seriously injured workers 
has raised community awareness and care. Keenly aware of the 
challenges that they face, social security administrators are using 
multi-pronged strategies to maximize the impact of social security 
on economic growth, inequality and unemployment.
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GOOD PRACTICES

The demographic dividend and 
financing social protection in Africa

Africa is a young continent. The median age of the population is 
19 years (18.4 in sub-Saharan Africa). This demographic dividend is 
a positive factor for economic growth and financing social protection. 
In southern Africa, the adult working-age population will increase 
relative to other age groups over coming decades, while the share 
of the elderly population will grow moderately, and the relative 
number of young people will decrease. The growing working-age 
population offers the opportunity for increased production, while 
the declining overall dependency ratio means less demographic 
pressure on funding for social protection. Higher spending per 
capita at constant spending levels of GDP will afford an opportunity 
to reach broader segments of the population still uncovered, 
and improve the comprehensiveness and adequacy of benefits.

In order to reap the benefits of such a demographic dividend, 
however, countries will need to increase low levels of labour market 
participation (especially among young people) and bring down 
high levels of informal work and of unemployment and under-
employment. Cash transfers have been shown to have positive 
impacts on production and no negative effects on labour supply. 
On the whole, however, existing support measures for school leavers 
and working-age people are insufficient. Likewise, policies for the 
progressive formalization of the economy, increased protection of 
informal workers and gradual expansion of the tax and contribution 
base are largely inadequate.

The economic cost of gender inequality 
in Africa

Gender parity offers an immense opportunity for economic gain 
in Africa. The current level of discrimination of social institutions 
in Africa induces a loss of USD 169 billion, or 7.5 per cent of the 
regional GDP. Norther Africa faces the highest GDP loss due to 
non-fulfilment of gender equality (USD 54 billion), followed by 
Western Africa (USD 42 billion), Southern Africa (USD 29 billion), 
Eastern Africa (USD 26 billion) and Middle Africa (USD 18 billion). 
Gender parity also represents an opportunity to boost sustainable 
and inclusive development. A gradual reduction in the level of 
discrimination by 2030 could increase Africa’s annual GDP growth 
rate by 0.4 percentage points by 2030.

Generation Kenya and OCP Skills: 
Collaborative programmes for youth

Generation Kenya is a programme that aims to address the skill 
shortages through intensive boot camp-style training. A demand-
driven model, it cooperates with the private sector and with public 
and private training institutions. Generation Kenya has partnered 
with 300 employers and 30 technical and vocational education 
and training partners.

The programme trains young people aged 18–35, mostly secondary 
school graduates, for high-growth employment activities in 
Kenya. It prepares them for jobs operating sewing machines, 
and in financial services, sales, retail, catering and hospitality. 
In addition to learning specific technical skills, participants are 
trained to enhance soft skills, develop positive business mindsets 
and adopt professional etiquette in the workplace.

Since 2015, Generation Kenya has launched five training programmes 
in financial services, distributed sales, customer service, retail and 
restaurant services and sewing machine operations. Eighty-five 
per cent of the 11,981 Generation Kenya graduates were hired 
on completion of the programme. The majority (57 per cent) of 
graduates were women (compared to the national average of 
29 per cent women employed in the formal sector). Employers 
seem satisfied: 82 per cent of supervisors indicate that they would 
hire Generation Kenya graduates again.

In 2011, the Office Chérifien du phosphate (OCP), a Moroccan 
company specializing in phosphates, set up a skills programme, 
OCP Skills, through which it pays university costs for 15,000 young 
people from mining areas and supports local entrepreneurial 
projects. The OCP has also set up four skills centres, in the regions 
of Rhamna, Khouribga and Youssoufia, which have identified 
1,463 young people for training. The centres have also enabled the 
creation of 172 very small enterprises, subsidized 58 cooperative 
projects and financed 171 associative projects and 135 income-
generating activities.
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• Social security, employment and inclusion are inextricably linked and 
interdependent. By supporting economic growth, enhancing employability, 
and redistributing its benefits to the wider population, social security 
fulfils a key role in promoting inclusion and social cohesion.

• The interdependence of social security, employment and inclusion 
underlines the need to overcome policy fragmentation and to orchestrate the 
implementation of social security programmes with other public programmes 
that support productive employment and shared economic growth.

• Growth that reduces neither poverty nor inequality is not inclusive, 
and jobless growth is the antithesis of inclusive growth. Broad segments 
of the population must share economic growth in Africa to reduce levels 
of poverty, inequality and unemployment.

• The demographic dividend of Africa’s youth and the participation of 
women in the workforce are among the region’s strengths. Their gainful 
employment will boost Africa’s social and economic development, and help 
create the fiscal space and financial capacity to extend and deepen the 
reach of social assistance, social protection floors, and contributory social 
security programmes throughout the region.

• Entrepreneurship, start-ups and small growing businesses in Africa have 
significant job creation potential. Furthermore, the involvement of young 
people and women can reverse persistent trends of unemployment, 
inequality and poverty.

• Sustained national and regional efforts are needed in many areas, such as 
closing infrastructure gaps, building a critical mass of technical and 
business skills, developing business-friendly environments, and making 
credit accessible to start-ups and small growing businesses.

• Social security administrators are keenly aware of the challenges and are 
using multi-pronged strategies to maximize the impact of social security 
on economic growth, inequality and unemployment.
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05 
SOCIAL SECURITY 
RESPONSES TO 
THE COVID-19 
PANDEMIC

Effective access to adequate social protection plays a 
crucial role in promoting sustainable development, social 
cohesion and socioeconomic resilience. In recognition 
of this, African governments have expressed a renewed 
commitment to expand the scope and extend social security 
coverage to the vast majority of the population on the 
continent during the last decades. However, effective 
coverage rates remain generally low and vary within 
countries and across branches of social security due to low 
labour participation in the formal economy (ILO, 2017b).

While countries are committed to bridge existing coverage 
gaps, the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as the negative 
socioeconomic impacts of restrictive emergency measures 
imposed by national authorities to curb the spread of the 

virus, risk reversing progress made towards achieving 
Universal Social Protection for all, in line with the 2030 
Sustainable Development Goals agenda.

Nevertheless, the COVID-19 pandemic has propelled 
developments in social security systems. The recent period 
has witnessed unprecedented political commitment to 
expand the scope of social protection in Africa culminating 
in the development of a range of social policies and 
programmes as well as innovative administrative and 
operational measures to optimize the provision of 
social security benefits and minimize disruptions in 
service delivery.
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GROWING NEED FOR SOCIAL 
PROTECTION AND HEALTH-CARE 
BENEFITS AND SERVICES

Prior to the pandemic, African governments had expressed a renewed 
commitment to pursue a course towards Universal Social Protection 
for all. This is evidenced in the inclusion of social protection in 
regional and national development strategies, improved investment 
in non-contributory social protection programmes and the expansion 
of contributory social security schemes to cover typically excluded 
population groups such as the self-employed and informal workers. 
At the same time, African social security systems are also pursuing 
generalized improvements and new developments to enhance the 
administrative capability of social security institutions, to administer 
and deliver social security benefits and services in a timely and 
consistent manner. Key to this has been the adoption of modern 
ICT solutions and strategic partnerships to create awareness and 
to foster outreach.

Amidst this reality, the COVID-19 pandemic has heightened demand 
for benefits and services and challenged the adequacy, capability and 
stability of social protection and health-care systems in responding 
to the pandemic and its negative socioeconomic spillovers.

Interestingly, Africa and African countries recorded lower infection 
rates during the first wave of the pandemic vis-à-vis the other 
continents and more economically advanced countries. However, 
the acute shortfall in effective access to social security protection 
left governments with greater challenges in responding to the 
socioeconomic challenges presented by the pandemic. Key among 
these challenges was responding to the accrued and growing need 
for social protection and health-care benefits and services, admist 
shrinking fiscal space due to the global economic slowdown and 
rising job losses.

Nevertheless, the COVID-19 global pandemic may been seen to 
represent an opportunity and a challenge for social security in 
Africa. On the downside, the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated 
the existing strains under which social protection systems operate. 
On the upside, it has given new momentum to social security 
developments. In practical terms, there has been unprecedented 
political commitment to social protection culminating in the 
introduction or expansion of social assistance programmes, as well 
as to emergency policy measures in response to the pandemic’s 
negative socioeconomic impacts. On the administrative front, 
the pandemic has created a new dynamic in social security 
administration, leading to the adoption as well as the adaptation 
of online and digital solutions to guarantee consistent service 
delivery while minimizing disruptions to the continuity of social 
protection services offered by social security institutions.

PROGRAMME AND POLICY 
CONSIDERATIONS TO OPTIMIZE 
BENEFITS AND SERVICES

Social protection and employment share proximity and mutuality 
under the social justice and decent work agendas. On the one hand, 
employment through decent work provides a means to an income 
alongside the accumulation of social security rights. On the other 
hand, social security plays a crucial role in providing basic income 
security to the poor without employment income and to replace lost 
income when contingencies occur.

Furthermore, social security plays a crucial role in building more 
resilient, equitable and stable societies. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has had a heavy toll on jobs. Yet the pandemic context has also 
acted to higlight the relevance of social protection in the life of a 
nation, underpinning the resilience of people and the stability of 
society. The pandemic occasioned an increase in risk events covered 
by social security programmes, notably unemployment, sickness, 
work injury and death. This led to an escalation in demand for 
social security benefits and services, alongside the need to respond 
to the unprecedented public health and socioeconomic crises.

In response to the pandemic’s immediate socioeconomic impacts, 
countries undertook rapid and sometimes radical measures to 
improve and enhance the provision of social protection benefits and 
services. These took several forms ranging from the introduction 
of new or the expansion of existing social assistance programmes, 
implementing situational adjustments to social contributory social 
security schemes, adapting labour market policies, altering public 
works programmes as well as adopting new financing approaches.

Introduction of new and expansion of 
social assistance programmes

Social security schemes in the quasi totality of African countries 
are predominantly social insurance programmes, and are generally 
pensions and work injury programmes. Nevertheless, some countries 
have categorical social pension programmes.

For many covered workers, the pandemic disrupted economic 
activity and the accrual of contributory social security rights over 
time and exacerbated the need for unemployment, work injury and 
sickness benefits to protect active-age population groups amidst 
high rates of informal employment. Paradoxically, only ten of the 54 
African countries have unemployment insurance schemes, covering 
5.6 per cent of the unemployed population on the continent (Algeria, 
Cabo Verde, Egypt, Mauritius, Morocco, Mozambique, Seychelles, 
South Africa, United Republic of Tanzania (hereafter, Tanzania) 
and Tunisia). Furthermore, sickness insurance is generally based 
on employer liability arrangements – in a context of high levels 
of informal employment and own account work.
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Considering the widespread negative impacts of the pandemic 
on employers and jobs, as well as the underdeveloped nature 
of unemployment insurance, governments could not rely on 
existing arrangements to provide social security protection to the 
vast majority of the population during the COVID-19 and post-
COVID-19 eras. In many cases, the response was the introduction 
or expansion of social assistance programmes. Data compiled by 
international organizations including the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), the ISSA and the World Bank reveal that social 
protection interventions in response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
were predominantly social assistance, accounting for 86 per cent 
of social protection interventions in Africa (Gentilini et al., 2020).

The prevalence of social assistance measures in response to 
the pandemic reaffirms the prevailing social security coverage 
deficits in Africa. It underlines the need to extend social insurance 
coverage in terms of scope – i.e. the introduction of new types of 
benefits, extent – the inclusion of new population groups, and the 
improved adequacy – i.e. top-up/periodic revaluation – of benefits. 
Notwithstanding, some countries sailed through the first wave of 
the crisis by operationalizing situational parametric reforms on 
contributory social security schemes.

Situational adjustments on social 
insurance schemes

Responding to the crisis required a mix of measures to address the 
public health and health-care challenges, to protect people and 
livelihoods as well as empowering employers in a bid to secure 
jobs and sustain the economy.

Under identical circumstances, different realities warranted different 
strategies to a common challenge. Each country adopted measures 
reflecting the political choices and capability to finance and deliver 
social security and health care protection to the population. 
While the greater majority – 86 per  cent, made recourse to 
social assistance, a non-negligible 8 per cent of social protection 
interventions were in the form of social insurance, bringing about 
situational adjustments on pre-existing schemes.

In Cabo Verde, for instance, the government cancelled the 
contributions to the Pension Fund for three months. In Côte 
d’Ivoire, the government offered health insurance premiums for 
beneficiaries of financial support in the form of cash transfers for 
three months. Other countries – Algeria, Cameroon, Madagascar, 
Mozambique, Seychelles and Uganda – deferred social security 
contributions for an average period of three months alongside 
the cancellation of penalties and fines for the late payment 
of contributions.

Elsewhere on the continent, Morocco maintained health insurance 
coverage for workers laid off by employers due to the pandemic, 
while Rwanda removed the waiting time conditionality for health 
insurance protection. In Cameroon, the government revalued family 
allowance benefits by 60.7 per cent for a period of three months 
and accelerated a 20 per cent revaluation of those pensions in 
payment before the 2016 parametric reforms.

Algeria, Egypt, Ethiopia, Morocco, Mozambique and South Africa 
provided sick leave and/or unemployment benefits for workers 
affected by the pandemic and its consequences. However, 
the prolonged nature of the pandemic has imposed growing financial 
strains on social protection schemes, necessitating labour market 
interventions to dilute the escalating need for social protection 
benefits and services by securing jobs and promoting employment.
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Labour market policies and 
fiscal measures

Besides the social assistance and social insurance measures 
adopted to address the socioeconomic challenges posed by the 
pandemic, governments had a more compelling duty to enhance 
the resilience of the economy and protect jobs. Due to inadequate 
social security coverage in the vast majority of African countries, 
economy recovery and job protection plans were thought of only 
in terms of a post-pandemic response. Nevertheless, countries 
with well-developed health care and social protection systems 
were more resilient to the pandemic, having focused on limiting 
the spread of the virus through lockdowns and addressing its 
economic consequences through social protection and labour 
market interventions.

In Mauritius for instance, owing to the fact that the country has well-
developed health-care and social protection systems, the government 
response to the pandemic geared towards enhancing the resilience 
of the economy. It implemented a series of fiscal measures through 
the Wage Assistance Scheme and the Self-Employed Assistance 
Scheme, providing financial support to employees and self-employed 
workers who became redundant during the imposed lockdown and 

quarantine. These were achieved through the enactment of the 
COVID-19 (Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill and the Quarantine Bill 
into law at the onset of the crisis.

Similar developments occured in Morocco with the introduction 
of the new unemployment benefits, the provision of government 
assistance to companies in difficulty and wage subsidies to those 
in the tourism sector. In South Africa, the government set aside 
financial resources for income support payments to workers whose 
employers were not able to pay their wages and expanded the 
Employment Tax Incentive to include all employees earning below 
6,500 rand, with a subsidy of 500 rand, for four months beginning 
1 April 2020 and ending on 31 July 2020.

Botswana, Burundi, Cabo Verde, Djibouti, Egypt and Ethiopia 
equally adopted wage subsidies and/or employment tax incentives 
as economic stimulus and job protection interventions in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. The importance of economic stimulus 
and fiscal measures to enhance resilience and/or reboot the 
economy and secure jobs cannot be overemphasized. However, 
these measures come with the risk for governments of becoming 
financially constrained and losing control of the macroeconomic 
environment. In this regard, it is imperative to pay due regard 
to new approaches to finance social protection and promote 
employment creation and jobs protection.
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New financing approaches

Conventionally, social benefits and services are financed by 
governments, employers and workers and to a lesser extent 
foreign aid and/or donor funding. A quick reading of the ISSA 
COVID-19 Monitor, the World Bank review of social protection 
and jobs responses to COVID-19 (Gentlini et al., 2020) as well as 
the ILO’s COVID-19 and the World of Work Monitor reveal that 
countries relied heavily on orthodox strategies to finance social 
protection benefits and services in response to COVID-19. However, 
the outbreak of the pandemic brought about new approaches to 
finance social protection in Africa.

In Gabon for instance, the government announced a fund to support 
the vulnerable during the economic and health crisis triggered by 
COVID-19. The President contributed 2.1 billion francs CFA (XAF) 
(equivalent to 3.4 million US dollars (USD)), to cover health-care 
cost for individuals and families not covered by the National Health 
Insurance and Social Guarantee Fund for a period of six months. 
Part of the funds amounting to XAF 250 billion (USD 410 million) 
was used to finance exceptional social and economic measures, 
including businesses’ financial support, partial payment of wages, 
freezing of rents for the lowest incomes, and free public transport.

In Côte d’Ivoire, the government established a Solidarity Fund 
in April 2020 to provide financial support to households and 
vulnerable populations impacted by measures imposed to curb 
the spread of the virus. In Ghana, the Social Security and National 
Insurance Trust announced the setting aside of 500,000 Ghanian 
cedis from the social security reserves as a donation to support 
the government’s COVID-19 relief efforts.

Other countries adopted fee and premium waivers in lieu of 
traditional subsidies and/or cash transfers to target population 
groups. These measures contributed to reducing exposure to the 
risks of poverty and vulnerability and the corresponding need for 
increase expenditure on social protection benefits and health care 
services. They equally contributed in sustaining consumer demand 
during the economic downturn.

ADMINISTRATIVE AND OPERATIONAL 
MEASURES TO MINIMIZE DISRUPTIONS

With the application of programme and policy measures previously 
described, social security administrations in Africa, especially ISSA 
member organizations, had a crucial role to play by adopting 
administrative and operational measures to minimize disruptions 
to benefits and service delivery during lockdowns.

Technological transitions have informed the modernization of 
social security administration in Africa. In particular, ISSA member 
organizations on the continent are leveraging technologies to 
respond to rising public expectations, promote efficacy and improve 
efficiency in social security administration.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as measures to 
curb the spread of the virus, held the potential to disrupt social 

service delivery. However, this challenge became an opportunity to 
accelerate the modernization and digitalization of social security 
administration in Africa via process automation and e-services 
to guarantee business continuity as well as making recourse to 
digitalized identification and payment in support of virtual and 
remote work.

Automation and e-services

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, ISSA member organizations 
had begun a journey towards the automation of key business 
processes and the implementation of e-services. Nonetheless, 
the measures introduced to curb the spread of the virus accelerated 
the pace of adoption of such digital solutions in social security 
administration across the continent. As stated, the outbreak of 
the pandemic catalysed the materialization of contingencies and 
equally triggered the introduction of new or the expansion of social 
assistance programmes. Naturally, these come with an escalation 
of workloads to identify and register new beneficiaries, receipt 
claims, manage cases and deliver benefits and services remotely 
amidst measures – lockdowns, social distancing and quarantines 
– imposed to curb the spread of the virus.

In Kenya for instance, the Local Authorities Pension Trust 
capitalized on advanced e-services to switch from physical to 
virtual administration and remote working. Through the electronic 
document management solution, the custom pension management 
solution, the CPF Member App, biometrics, the CPF Chatbox, 
WhatsApp for Business and Mobile call centre, the scheme was 
able to guarantee public service delivery through the first wave 
of the pandemic and lockdowns unperturbed.

In Morocco, the outbreak of the pandemic accelerated the 
implementation of the digitization strategy of the Pension Fund 
of Morocco (Caisse marocaine des retraites – CMR). Earmarked for 
2023 with four main objectives – advanced automation of business 
processes, transition to artificial intelligence, dematerialization 
of operations and phygital client relations, the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic favoured the anticipation of automation and 
dematerialization of core business processes. Similar developments 
were seen in countries such as Algeria, Côte d’Ivoire, Madagascar, 
Mauritania, South Africa and Tunisia, where the social security 
institutions accelerated the digital journey in response to the 
exigencies imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Nonetheless, in most instances automation and digitalization do 
not culminate with the transformation of the physical to virtual 
working arrangements needed in the “new normal”.

Digital solutions for identification 
and payment

Beyond the quest and pursuit for modernity brought about 
by technological transitions, the pandemic and the resulting 
requirements of social distancing, remote work and confinements 
necessitate recourse to digital solutions to attain virtualized work 
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environments for social security administrations. Futhermore, 
for benefits in payment requiring the satisfaction of certain 
conditions such as proof of life, adopting digital identification 
such as biometric recognition is increasingly being deployed.

For instance, the National Social Insurance Fund (Caisse nationale 
de prévoyance sociale – CNPS) of Cameroon and the National Social 
Security Fund (Caisse nationale de sécurité sociale – CNSS) of 
Guinea have employed biometric recognition for the identification 
and proof of life of beneficiaries. However, the social distancing 
and remote work requirements imposed by COVID-19 will require 
a transition from biometric recognition to more advanced digital 
solutions, such as facial recognition. Morocco’s Inter-professional 
Retirement Fund (Caisse Interprofessionnelle marocaine de retraites 
– CIMAR) epitomizes the use of facial recognition for the remote 
identification and proof of life of pensioners, with a corresponding 
reduction in exposure to the risks of contamination inherent in 
use of some biometric devices by multiple clients.

The web and mobile applications for social security of Algeria’s 
National Social Security Fund for Non-Salaried Workers (Caisse 
nationale de sécurité sociale des non-salariés – CASNOS), and the 
online payment of contributions, online clearance certificates 
and electronic receipts introduced by Cameroon’s National Social 
Insurance Fund (CNPS) are other examples of good practices that will 
remain relevant in the post COVID-19 context. Similar developments 
such as the e-Cotisations and e-CM of Côte d’Ivoire’s Social 
Security Institution - National Social Insurance Fund (Institution 
de prévoyance sociale - Caisse nationale de prévoyance sociale – 
IPS-CNPS) will have similar merits in the post-pandemic context.

The Pension e-Service of the Seychelles Pension Fund and the 
generalized use of mobile money and electronic banking services 
in the collection of contributions and payment of benefits will 
equally be of lasting greater importance in administering social 
security schemes.

Despite the advanced developments in response to the exigencies 
brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, it is highly likely that 
social security organizations will have to address new challenges, 

notably the digital divide and the risks of error, evasion and 
fraud inherent in the accelerated digitalization of social security 
operations. Success in addressing these risks will henceforth 
determine the prospects of social security administration.

CONCLUSION

The COVID-19 pandemic leaves social protection at a crossroads 
in Africa. On the one hand, the pandemic brought about an 
escalation in demand for social protection benefits and services 
in the public finance context of shrinking fiscal space for social 
protection due to economic downturns. On the other hand, it has 
led to an unprecedented political commitment to social protection, 
culminating with the introduction or expansion of social assistance 
programmes, triggering situational adjustments of contributory 
social security schemes as well as the adoption of new financing 
approaches for social protection in Africa.

On the administrative front, measures imposed to curb the spread 
of the virus, notably lockdowns, social distancing and remote 
work, prompted the adoption and adaptation of advanced digital 
and online solutions and the adjustment of work arrangements 
to ensure business continuity amidst lockdowns. However, these 
developments come with a higher exposure to the risks of error, 
evasion and fraud, which social security institutions will have to 
contend with.

Notwithstanding the uncertainty concerning the future trajectory 
of the COVID-19 pandemic as well as of its possible negative 
socioeconomic consequences, the importance of the stabilizing 
role to be played by social security systems cannot be overstated. 
Promoting decent work and addressing exclusion from social 
security coverage, as well as enhancing the effectiveness of 
voluntary insurance and the collection of contributions, will be 
crucial in developing adequate, responsive and sustainable social 
protection and health-care systems with improved and sustained 
access to benefits and services.
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• The COVID-19 pandemic, as well as the negative socioeconomic impacts 
of measures imposed to curb the spread of the virus, has been a major 
setback for social security systems, with risks of reversing progress being 
made towards Universal Social Protection for all in line with the 2030 
agenda for Sustainable Development goals.

• The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted an unprecedented commitment 
to social protection in Africa leading to the introduction and expansion 
of social assistance programmes, situational adjustments to social 
insurance schemes, and the adoption of new financing approaches for 
social protection.

• Owing to ongoing improvements, such as the automation and digitalization 
of social security administration, ISSA member organizations in Africa have 
been able to adapt and adjust measures as well as adopt new, evolving 
solutions to ensure business continuity in the context of lockdowns and 
remote work.

• The COVID-19 pandemic, as well as the measures imposed to curb the 
spread of the virus, has accelerated the automation and digitalization 
of social security administration, bringing about higher exposure to the 
risks of error, evasion and fraud in social security systems.

• The generalized context of uncertainty underlines the need for a reinforced 
commitment to social security, to achieve and maintain comprehensive and 
universal social protection in Africa, with effective access to affordable and 
sufficiently responsive health care and social security benefits and services.

ISSA – Priorities for social security – Africa
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