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Abstract
The early twenty-first century will be remembered as a time of constant crisis. These 
crises have created repeated global states of emergency, revealing gaps, and inad-
equacies in social protection systems worldwide. Alongside these crises, and as a 
response to them, social protection has grown into a paradigm of global govern-
ance. This development is also noticeable in the practices of the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund. At the heart of all social protection policies is the 
protection of vulnerable groups. Crises create new vulnerabilities and deteriorate 
the situation of those already vulnerable. The article explores the social protection 
endorsement of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund through the 
financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic. It shows how crises have fueled their 
social protection endorsement, making protection of vulnerable groups a central out-
spoken policy preference. The article asks whether the policies adopted in response 
to the pandemic confirm their social protection commitment and what challenges 
remain.

Keywords International Monetary Fund · World Bank · Social protection · COVID-
19 pandemic · Financial crisis · Vulnerable groups

Introduction

The early twenty-first century will be remembered for its mounting crises. The 
global financial crisis, the so-called refugee crisis (in Europe), the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and the Russian aggression on Ukraine have had (and still have) profound 
social impacts, while social protection has grown into a vocabulary through which 
to address global socio-political concerns (OHCHR 2020). An increase in the 
number and diversity of social protection programs has been notable in low and 
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lower-middle-income countries in particular (Jorgensen and Siegel 2019). At the 
international level, this “turn to social protection” has been prominent among inter-
governmental organizations, among them the World Bank (WB) and the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF).

The WB consists of the International Bank of Reconstruction and Development, 
as well as the International Development Agency, the former working with middle-
income and creditworthy poorer countries and the latter focusing on the world’s 
poorest countries. Through lending and other financial services, policy advice, and 
technical assistance, the WB supports a broad range of programs to reduce poverty 
and improve living standards in the developing world in particular (WB 2011). The 
IMF’s main purpose, as defined in the Articles of Agreement, is to ensure the sta-
bility of the international monetary system (including exchange rates and interna-
tional payments) and facilitate the expansion and balanced growth of trade.1 The 
IMF performs three main tasks: conducts surveillance, provides financial assistance 
(lending), and offers capacity development (technical advice). The IMF’s various 
lending instruments are tailored to different types of needs and country-specific cir-
cumstances. The WB and IMF are as a point of departure focused on crises. The 
WB’s primary goal is to eradicate extreme poverty—a global social crisis—whereas 
IMF lending is enacted when countries experience a balance of payment crisis.

In performing their tasks, the WB and IMF have historically had a poor reputa-
tion for acting socially. By forcefully invoking social protection in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the institutions challenge the conventional criticism. The cur-
rent article explores the WB and IMF’s endorsement of social protection from the 
perspective of the financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic. It demonstrates how 
these crises have fueled the social protection engagement of these institutions, mak-
ing protection of vulnerable groups an outspoken focus of their policy-making. The 
article asks whether the acts of these institutions in response to the pandemic con-
firm their social protection commitment. The most important feature of any social 
protection policy is how the needs of vulnerable individuals and groups are met. 
Looking at whether and how protecting vulnerable groups is addressed in WB and 
IMF COVID-19 response, therefore, constitutes a test case for their social protec-
tion commitment. While it may still be too early to pass final verdict on the practical 
impact of the response from the two institutions during the pandemic, the article 
finds evidence that goes both ways. There are signs of a continuous and intensified 
discursive shift within both institutions. Conversely, traces of conventional policy-
making remain. Building resilience through developing social protection systems 
takes time and often requires systemic change. Thus, preparing for the next global 
crisis of the twenty-first century may be the true test case of the social commitment 
of the WB and IMF.

1 International Monetary Fund Articles of Agreement, Article I(ii). In 2007, the Fund’s Executive Board 
formally interpreted “a stable system of exchange rates” in Article IV, Sect.  1 to mean “systemic sta-
bility.” IMF, Modernizing the Legal Framework for Surveillance: An Integrated Surveillance Decision, 
Revised Proposed Decision (17 July 2012).
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The Rise of Social Protection and Concern for the Vulnerable

The emergence of social protection as a paradigm in global social discourse can be 
witnessed at the domestic and international levels (UNRISD 2016; de Haan 2014; 
Barrientos and Hulme 2008). It is the outcome of a conscious push by global institu-
tional actors. Although social protection already in the 1990s entered some organi-
zations’ vocabulary, it gained true momentum toward the end of the twentieth cen-
tury through events such as the World Summit for Social Development (UN 1996). 
At its  24th special session in 2000, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly (GA) 
underscored the importance of establishing and improving social protection systems 
(UN GA 2000) with the Economic and Social Council that same year adopting the 
agenda “Enhancing social protection and reducing vulnerability in a globalizing 
world”, later endorsed by the UN Secretary-General (UN ECOSOC 2000).

The global financial and economic crisis of 2008 had a devastating effect on pov-
erty levels in developing countries and revealed the weak state of social protection 
systems. This crisis enhanced the global response by manifesting social protection 
as a priority in relieving people of poverty and deprivation. In 2009, the UN Social 
Protection Floor Initiative was launched to coordinate and improve the efficiency 
of the UN’s development efforts concerning social protection (Sepúlveda and Nyst 
2012, p. 7). The International Labor Organization (ILO) and the  World Health 
Organization (WHO) lead this initiative, involving a range of UN agencies, includ-
ing the WB and IMF (ILO 2012). Other cooperative bodies also emerged, such 
as the Social Protection Interagency Cooperation Board (SPIAC-B) in 2012. The 
same year the ILO unanimously adopted Recommendation 202 on Social Protection 
Floors (ILO 2012). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) further manifested 
national social protection floors as key to reducing and preventing poverty. Target 
1.3 of SDG 1 guides states to: “implement nationally appropriate social protection 
systems and measures for all, including floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial cov-
erage of the poor and the vulnerable” (UN GA 2015).

Through this push for social protection on the global agenda, universalism 
became the leading idea for global social politics, and with it, a particular focus 
on vulnerability (Engström et  al. 2022; Leisering 2019; Cole, 2016). Also many 
international organizations made this discursive shift, including the WB and IMF 
(WB 2012; IMF 2019a). Although social protection has grown into a shared policy 
approach, there is no consensus on the meaning of social protection (van Domelen 
and Rawlings 2012). This means that social protection varies regarding its objec-
tives, forms, and functions, reflecting social policy-making’s highly political nature 
(Lavers and Hickey 2016). Thus, the social protection definitions of international 
organizations also vary. One of the few elements of social protection upon which 
consensus exists is that it should be geared toward poor and vulnerable individuals 
and groups (Jorgensen and Siegel 2019).
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The 2008 Financial Crisis “Boosting” Financial Institution Social Turn

Social protection featured in the WB and IMF policy discourses already before 
entering the twenty-first century. Social protection, or social spending—the lat-
ter being the IMF’s preferred term—emerged in the 1980s and 1990s, peaking 
in 1999 when the Poverty Reduction Growth Facility (PRGF) was introduced. 
Since then, social spending has been prominent in IMF policy documents (IMF 
2019b). The WB’s first social funds were launched in the 1980s and become a 
central part of the WB’s poverty reduction policies. Social safety nets became a 
WB policy focus in the 1990s (Holzmann et al. 2009). However, despite introduc-
ing social protection at the conceptual level, both institutions are better known 
through fierce criticism for lack of attention to the social impacts of their policy-
making. These institutions became notorious for imposing structural adjustment 
and stabilization programs on states, where key policies built on privatizing state 
functions, administering cut-downs in social services, eliminating exchange con-
trols, and devaluing currency (Abouharb and Cingranelli 2006; Powers and Rako-
poulos 2019). The IMF gained a reputation for aggravating global inequality and 
poverty as lending conditionality with an emphasis on fiscal austerity, trade lib-
eralization, privatization, and open capital markets proved counterproductive to 
reaching social ends (Stiglitz 2002). This criticism grew fiercer during the finan-
cial crisis that triggered unemployment and financial turmoil (epitomized by the 
policies of the so-called Troika in respect of Greece) (e.g., Stuckler and Basu 
2013). In response to the social effects of the neoliberal economic policies that 
guided both institutions, an entire branch of literature has emerged that assesses 
(and condemns) their performance in human rights terms (Skogly 2001; Darrow 
2003; Tan 2008; de Schutter 2010; van Genugten 2015).

Simultaneously, the two institutions are indispensable for social protection 
financing. The UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights 
graphically underlined this inherent paradox. In addressing extreme poverty, the 
WB is the single most important international agency; the same is true of the 
IMF concerning influence over distribution issues (including social protection) 
(OHCHR 2015). The IMF has been characterized as a global leader in highlight-
ing economic inequality (Mariotti et  al. 2017), while the Special Rapporteur 
concluded that the WB “treats human rights more like an infectious disease” (in 
hindsight, a rather unfortunate metaphor), and IMF policy-making is riddled with 
tensions between theory and practice (OHCHR 2015).

At the peak of the critique of the institutions, the economic cooperation 
forum G-20, with which the IMF works closely on issues of global economic 
growth and monetary and financial stability, called for actions to “mitigate the 
social impact” particularly on the poorest and most vulnerable (G-20 2009). 
This concern was repeated later in recognizing the importance of social pro-
tection floors and urging international organizations to enhance cooperation on 
the social dimensions of economic policies (G-20 2011). In 2009, the WB and 
IMF became collaborating agencies in the UN Social Protection Floor Initiative, 
promoting universal access to essential social transfers and services (in order 
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to alleviate poverty, vulnerability, and social exclusion) (ILO 2012). That same 
year, the IMF Board agreed that Poverty Reduction and Growth Trust (PRGT)-
supported programs (which offer interest-free financial support to low-income 
countries) should safeguard and, where possible, increase social spending. Thus, 
PRGT-supported programs were required to include explicit program targets for 
“social and other priority spending” (Independent Evaluation Office 2017; Klug-
man et  al. 2017, p. 4). These include minimum floors for social spending and 
specific measures to protect vulnerable groups (IMF 2018, p. 6; IMF 2019c). In 
2019, the IMF adopted the Strategy for IMF Engagement on Social Spending, 
which defines social spending as social protection, health, and education spend-
ing for promoting inclusive growth, addressing inequality, and protecting vulner-
able groups (IMF 2019a). Alongside, for example, gender equality has gradually 
become manifested as a macro-critical issue for consideration in country policies 
(IMF 2022b; Engström 2020).

Also the WB has gradually strengthened its social protection focus, with uni-
versal access to social protection growing into one of its central policy goals. In 
2012, the WB adopted its Social Protection and Labor Strategy, stating that “Social 
protection and labor systems, policies, and programs help individuals and societies 
manage risk and volatility and protect them from poverty and destitution—through 
instruments that improve resilience, equity, and opportunity” underlining the need 
for inclusion and reaching excluded groups, above all, “the most vulnerable, the 
informal and the disadvantaged” (WB 2012, pp XIII–XIV and 1–2). By endorsing 
the ILO in support of universal protection schemes, the Bank seemingly endorsed 
a human rights-based conception of social protection (Cabrera Ormaza and Ebert 
2019). The Environmental and Social Framework (ESF) of 2016 contains ten stand-
ards for borrower countries to observe when implementing projects, with particu-
lar attention to the disadvantaged and vulnerable (WB 2016). While not including 
a dedicated human rights safeguard, the ESF touches upon several human rights-
related subject matters and references the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
The safeguards are binding on the Bank’s staff and mandatory for its borrowers, 
shaping and guiding negotiations over development finance agreements (Cabrera 
Ormaza and Ebert 2019, p. 484). Although some commonly identified vulnerable 
groups can be identified (Engström 2020), vulnerable groups are in the WB and IMF 
defined in country context on a case-by-case basis.

Through this development, even the harshest critics noted signs of change. Adopt-
ing social protection policies in the WB and IMF raised hopes that these institutions 
might reconsider their influence over social issues. While the WB was further along, 
change in the IMF seemed “afoot” (OHCHR 2015; Razavi et  al. 2020). The WB 
repeatedly reconfirmed support for universal social protection (e.g., WB and ILO 
2016), and at least some IMF economists questioned austerity policies (Obstfeld and 
Thomsen 2016) and the neoliberal policy rationale (Ostry et al. 2016).

While there were, in other words, signs of a discursive shift already before the 
pandemic, criticized practices of the institutions did not disappear overnight. The 
IMF’s Independent Evaluation Office (IEO) noted in 2017 that a discrepancy 
remained between the targeting of social protection measures that the IMF preferred 
and a rights-based approach to social protection (Independent Evaluation Office, 
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2017, p. 13). This tension is often pictured as one between the IMF’s neoliberal pol-
icy preferences and the promotion of social justice labor standards as, for example, 
defined by the ILO (Frey 2018; Babb and Kentikelenis 2018). The WB’s implemen-
tation of the ESF also met criticism for compromising its rights-based approach, 
when facing trade-offs with borrower countries’ demands for flexibility in project 
implementation (Cabrera Ormaza and Ebert 2019, p. 79).

The COVID‑19 Pandemic Revealing Global Social Protection Flaws

In March 2020, the WHO declared the spread of the COVID-19 virus a global pan-
demic. The pandemic-generated crisis is multi-layered, and the ability of existing 
social protection systems to provide resilience to the poor and vulnerable has been 
severely tested as new vulnerabilities are created and pre-existing vulnerabilities 
exacerbated (Abdoul-Azize and El Gamil 2021; Razavi et  al. 2020). There have 
been primary effects on those infected, on health systems, economies, education, 
and social life, as well as multiple socioeconomic secondary effects, affecting lives, 
livelihoods, communities, businesses, national economies, and the global economy 
(Deveraux  2020; WB 2020). Vulnerability due to the pandemic assumes numer-
ous forms. Regarding the health dimension, SPIAC-B has identified older people 
and persons with compromised immune systems or underlying health conditions as 
particularly vulnerable. Regarding the pandemic’s socioeconomic impacts, vulner-
able groups include older people, those with underlying health conditions, girls and 
women, persons with disabilities, the self-employed or those in informal employ-
ment, the homeless, those living in fragile contexts and protracted crises, the for-
cibly displaced, refugees and migrants, care workers, ethnic/indigenous groups, 
the chronically poor, children, young people, sex workers, and prisoners (SPIAC-
B 2020a, b). The United Nations Research Institute for Social Development finds 
that vulnerabilities are mostly associated with 11 groups, largely corresponding to 
those identified above (UNRISD 2020). Furthermore, the socioeconomic impact has 
a temporal dimension as vulnerabilities are revealed through the pandemic’s long-
term effects, meaning that the interlinkages between the pandemic, vulnerability, 
and social protection are diverse and possibly yet unrevealed.

The pandemic became an unfortunate reminder that little progress had been made 
on developing social protection systems, despite the seeming agreement reached in 
the aftermath of the financial crisis. As with the financial crisis, the countries that 
faced the most severe challenges during the pandemic were those lacking a robust 
health and social protection system to begin with. The pandemic revealed that 
most developing countries have insufficient resources “for an adequate emergency 
response without undermining macroeconomic stability” (WB 2020). This created a 
need for social spending of historical proportions (Gentilini 2021). In early response 
to the pandemic, the World Bank Group deployed over $157 billion in response 
(over 15 months), and in 2022, the IMF approved a historic $650 billion allocation 
of the IMF’s Special Drawing Rights to strengthen countries’ reserves (WB 2021; 
IMF 2022a). The pandemic also generated further endorsement of universal social 
protection systems (ILO 2021b) and the launch of new implementation initiatives 



295

1 3

Twenty‑First‑Century Crises and the Social Turn of…

such as the Global Fund for Social Protection (OHCHR 2021) and the Global Accel-
erator for Jobs and Social Protection (UN 2021).

Signs of IMF and WB Social Commitment

The WB distinguishes three stages to the COVID-19 social protection response: the 
“immediate relief stage” responding to social, economic, and financial impacts; the 
“restructuring stage” focusing on mid-term recovery; and the “resilient recovery 
stage” building a resilient future (WB 2020, p. 12). Four thematic pillars constitute 
the WB crisis response: “emergency support for health interventions aimed at saving 
lives”; “social response for protecting poor and vulnerable people from the impact 
of the economic and social crisis”; “economic response for saving livelihoods, pre-
serving jobs, and ensuring more sustainable business growth and job creation”; and 
“support for strengthening policies, institutions and investments to achieve a resil-
ient, inclusive and sustainable recovery” (WB 2020, pp 12–13).

While these pillars are geared toward addressing vulnerabilities in different forms 
and during different phases of the pandemic, the WB underlines that successful 
response at the country level “depends critically on macroeconomic stability and 
a strong fiscal framework” (WB 2020, p. 13). As to Pillar 2, “Protecting Poor and 
Vulnerable People,” the emphasis is on helping countries “protect poor and vulnera-
ble households and communities from the economic and social shocks of the crisis” 
(WB 2020, p. 18). The WB calls its approach “integrated” and “centered on social 
protection, safety nets and community-driven development” (WB 2020, p. 19). 
Notably, cash and/or in-kind transfers assume a crucial role in all temporal dimen-
sions of this pillar (WB 2020, Fig. 10, p. 13). The IMF has traditionally approached 
social protection from a fiscal policy standpoint by focusing on the public expendi-
ture of social services. Also, in its Social Spending Strategy, a core prerequisite for 
IMF engagement in social spending issues is that the spending is “macro-critical” 
(IMF 2019a, b, c). Whereas this requirement has been deplored for leading to an 
overly narrow approach to social protection (IMF 2019b), in the wake of the pan-
demic, social spending became macro-critical for most countries, enabling IMF 
engagement (IMF 2020a).

Like the WB, the IMF distinguishes three phases of the pandemic. The acute con-
tainment phase focuses on emergency financing to save lives. Containment requires 
scaling-up social protection for vulnerable groups because of loss of employment 
or other benefits. The ILO reports that non-contributory social transfers have had a 
major role in responding to the crisis. Non-contributory transfers were particularly 
used to extend social protection to population groups that existing measures did not 
cover (ILO 2021c). When progressing to the stabilization phase, the focus turns to 
the efficiency of social protection measures and mitigating distributional impacts, 
where fiscal space becomes a more prominent concern. In the recovery phase, it is 
foreseen that many economies may require debt resolutions and/or adjustment pro-
grams to secure fiscal sustainability. Still, in all phases, the IMF underlines support 
for poor and vulnerable households as a priority (IMF 2020a).
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In their policy response to the pandemic, the institutions confirm their social protec-
tion endorsement and echo previous emphasis on paying particular attention to the poor 
and vulnerable. The Global Director for Social Protection and Jobs reconfirmed the WB’s 
support for “universal entitlements to health care and income support,” underlining the 
need to reach those not covered by social insurance or social assistance (Rutkowski 2020). 
The “Social Protection and Jobs Compass” adopted in 2022, which updates the WB 
social protection strategy, “puts at its heart the vision of universal social protection” (WB 
2022, p. 1). The Compass also references ILO Recommendation 202 on Social Protection 
Floors (ILO 2012) and several human rights conventions and individual rights. While the 
IMF is continuously reluctant to engage with the rhetoric of human rights, it acknowl-
edges the need for universal responses in the short term, as the complex crisis the pan-
demic caused amplifies imperfections with targeting (IMF 2020a).

Another development in the social protection engagement of these institutions that the 
pandemic seems to confirm is the focus on equality/gender impact. There is great variety 
in the assessments of the gender responsivity of COVID-19 mitigation measures (Oxfam 
2021). Nevertheless, evidence suggests the gender impact of COVID-19 amounts to a 
“shadow pandemic” (Perri et al. 2022; Gavrilovicmonica et al. 2022). Echoing these con-
cerns, in mid-2022, the IMF adopted the Strategy Toward Mainstreaming Gender. The 
strategy explicitly acknowledges the pandemic’s impact on exacerbating gender inequali-
ties and presents means for mainstreaming gender concerns in all IMF core activities 
(IMF 2022b). The IMF, UNDP, and UN-Women have called on countries to deploy gen-
der-responsive policies and budgeting to mitigate the pandemic’s short-term impacts and 
address long-term structural drivers of gender inequality (IMF 2021). The WB has com-
mitted to internalizing gender equality across all four COVID-19-strategy pillars (WB 
2020), and the 2022 Social Protection and Jobs Compass adopts promotion of equality as 
one of the main goals of the WB’s social protection policies. In light of a track record of 
gender instrumentalism in both institutions (Bohoslavsky and Rulli 2021), these renewed 
commitments manifest gender equality ever stronger on the global policy agenda, with 
increasing hopes of operational impact.

Vulnerability in COVID‑19 Responses

Conceptually, a range of social protection frameworks can be distinguished, all of 
which relate somewhat differently to crises and vulnerabilities. The Social Risk 
Management (SRM) and Adaptive Social Protection (ASP) approaches are geared 
toward situations of risks and shocks. SRM—the WB’s preferred approach for a 
long time—underlines the role of safety nets or insurance mechanisms when fac-
ing livelihood risks (Holzmann et al. 2003; Mares 2019, p. 518). ASP aims to build 
“long-term resilience of poor and vulnerable households by investing in their capac-
ity to prepare for, cope with, and adapt to shocks” (WB 2018). For the WB, ASP 
entails a twofold approach: reducing poverty, building resilience before shocks 
occur, and quickly scaling up interventions in response to acute crises (WB 2018). 
An overriding priority for ASP is continuously extending access to safety net pro-
grams, especially for the most vulnerable households (Bowen et al. 2020).
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An enduring critique of these approaches is that they only embrace vulnerabilities 
that are imposed exogenously but do not pay sufficient attention to structural and social 
dimensions of vulnerability (Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler 2004). This means that the 
approaches fail to put vulnerability at the heart of social justice concerns and ignore struc-
tures and relationships causing or upholding vulnerabilities (e.g., Fineman 2010;Devereux 
et al. 2011). While ASP is geared also toward poverty targeting as a long-term goal, it 
fails to consider the dynamic nature of vulnerability and that all persons are vulnerable, 
for example, during global economic crises (Sibun 2022, p. 43).

Transformative Social Protection (TSP) and the idea of a Social Protection Floor 
(SPF) assume a broader approach to social protection. TSP and SPF look beyond a 
safety-net approach and gear interest to social and political determinants of poverty 
and vulnerability. For the TSP, this interest, for example, takes the form of a gender-
sensitive approach to social protection, which was enacted in the COVID-19 context 
(Holmes et al. 2019; Saalbrink 2020; European Commission 2020) . A defining fea-
ture of the SPF is a life-cycle approach (sometimes used as a synonym for the SPF). 
Adopting social protection floors is considered the most promising human rights-
inspired approach to eliminate extreme poverty. The SPF approach prioritizes access 
to social services and social security to protect people throughout their lives, includ-
ing crises (Devereux 2016). For the ILO, only the SPF approach properly covers 
vulnerable groups in the context of the pandemic (ILO 2021b).

According to the WB Atlas of Social Protection Indicator of Resilience and Equity, 
social protection consists mainly of social insurance, the labor market programs, social 
assistance, and private transfers. Past social protection programs during crises (such as 
Ebola and AIDS/HIV) have mainly taken the form of social assistance—basically cash 
transfers—directed to the poor and vulnerable. Research indicates that interventions 
through cash transfers have been the most common form of assistance also in the COVID-
19 pandemic.2 Whereas safety nets are undoubtedly important complementary means to 
other mechanisms enacted in cases of social protection failures, they cannot substitute the 
focus of TSP and SPF on structural causes of vulnerabilities (ILO 2021a). According to 
the WB, public social protection should be confined to fighting extreme poverty mainly 
through safety nets. Accordingly, social security is marginal in the Bank’s responses to 
the pandemic, being only one of its response pillars (Leisering 2021). The IMF “How-to” 
note on the pandemic does not even mention protection floors, nor does the WB’s Crisis 
Response Approach Paper (WB 2020). However, the “How-to” note does underline the 
role of safety nets (IMF 2020a, b).

One core tenet of TSP and SPF is universality (Mariotti and Romero 2022). As 
noted, the WB explicitly endorses universal social protection (WB 2022, p. 1), as 
does the IMF, albeit somewhat more hesitantly.3 How the WB and IMF relate to the 
idea of universality of protection is a source of criticism concerning their response 

2 On lending, see https:// www. imf. org/ en/ Topics/ imf- and- covid 19/ COVID- Lendi ng- Track er. In Africa, 
social assistance accounted for 86% of all responses recorded; over half were cash transfers (Devereux 
2021).
3 The Fund defines social assistance (as part of social spending) as spending “financed from general 
revenues; for example, universal and targeted transfers, child benefits, active labor market policies” (IMF 
2020a).

https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/COVID-Lending-Tracker
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to the pandemic. The WB, which has strongly endorsed the principle of universality, 
is accused for tweaking it. The notion of “progressive universalism” that the WB 
prefers is considered a problematic compromise between the universal agenda of 
SPFs and a poverty-targeted approach. Above all, progressive universalism is con-
sidered incompatible with a human rights-based approach to universal social pro-
tection and expresses conceptual confusion with the principle of “progressive reali-
zation” of the right to social protection (Sibun 2022). The IMF has not embraced 
universal social protection in practice and continues favoring targeted social protec-
tion programs, including those approved since the pandemic began. Although the 
need for continuous support to poor and vulnerable households in all phases of the 
pandemic is recognized, so is also a need for targeting the poor and vulnerable, as 
well as among the poor and vulnerable households as time passes (IMF 2020a). A 
Human Rights Watch (HRW) review of all 19 IMF loan programs approved between 
March 2020 and December 2021 found that all social protection measures and pol-
icy advice were for targeted programs (HRW 2022).

While no one-size-fits-all model exists to achieve universal social protection, 
targeting within broad categories of the population can be incompatible with the 
idea of universality (ILO 2019).4 The practices of both institutions conceptualize 
vulnerability in such a narrow sense that problematic prioritizations must be made 
concerning the “most vulnerable” groups that are entitled to social protection. This 
means that most targeted programs exclude large numbers of vulnerable people 
(Engström et al. 2022; Ortiz and Cummins 2022). Also, the individual policies that 
the IMF and WB have promoted, such as job retention schemes, fail to target one 
central vulnerable group in developing countries: informal workers. Furthermore, 
the focus of the two institutions on households can result in distortions in recogniz-
ing vulnerabilities, such as failing to promote gender equality (Sibun 2022), notably 
contrasting the institutions’ repeated commitments.

Building Back Better?

When turning attention from the acute measures taken during the pandemic to the 
future, there are high hopes that the COVID-19 crisis will transition to stronger 
social protection systems. This transition is explicit in the “building back better” 
mantra that the WB and UN explicitly endorse (WB 2020; UN General Assembly, 
2020). The vision of the pandemic as an opportunity to manifest social protection 
as a building block of a new social contract is explicitly founded on the idea of uni-
versal social protection floors (e.g., ILO 2021a; Cichon 2021). At the same time, the 
WB and IMF longterm policy approaches are somewhat unclear

Tension can be noted between the time it takes to invest in and build up social 
protection systems and the operational perspective of the IMF in particular (OHCHR 

4 “Universal social protection” commonly refers to social protection systems, whereas the term “univer-
sal” is used to mark the absence of a means test in individual social protection schemes and programs 
(ILO 2019, p. 3).
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2018). In its “How to” note, the IMF guides country teams to assess balancing fiscal 
sustainability concerns with social objectives or even consider introducing alterna-
tive social spending measures to minimize long-term effects. Yet, the note indicates 
that the IMF operational perspective in its recovery phase is still only a mid-term 
perspective (IMF 2020a, b, Annex I, p. 10). The WB considers that the recovery 
stage is about building a more sustainable, inclusive, and resilient future, which 
may require “new approaches” (WB 2020, Box 1, p. 2). While a need for structural 
reform for the “building back better” mantra to materialize is acknowledged in WB 
rhetoric (Harley and Acheampong 2021), Pillar 4 of the WB COVID-19 response 
(“Strengthening Policies, Institutions and Investments for Rebuilding Better”) is 
mainly focused on economic sustainability (WB 2020, p. viii). Overall, the stronger 
the emphasis on addressing concerns of fiscal space become, the more hesitant the 
social commitment of the two institutions become.

To build better social protection systems, there is a need for “leveraging greater 
domestic expenditure on, and international assistance for, social protection over 
the long term”, which requires creating fiscal space, for example, through taxation 
instruments and debt relief (Lind et al. 2021). While fiscal space is a paramount pre-
requisite for improving social protection systems, the concern is how the institutions 
will pursue this goal while upholding their social protection commitments. For crit-
ics, signs of the re-entry of past problematic policy preferences are already visible.

Overall, the lending program format of IMF financing raises concerns about a 
return to conditionality policies, which can be particularly problematic for many 
low-income countries as the crisis becomes protracted (Razavi et  al. 2020; Tous-
saint et al. 2020). Growing debt burdens combined with the absence of debt relief 
schemes can force some countries to spend more on debt repayments than health 
care (Oxfam 2020; Stubbs 2021).There also seems to be a strong policy drive toward 
market-driven solutions and private health services, whereas those most vulnerable 
are commonly subject to the public health system. Universality of health care, a case 
can be made, can best be achieved through public services. While the private sector 
can be crucial in addressing effects of the pandemic, privatizing health care brings 
well-known challenges, such as growing health care costs and inequality of access 
(Oxfam 2009)—signs of which can be found in the response to the pandemic (Ken-
tikelenis et al. 2020; Bous et al. 2020).

The IMF and WB do account for debt management as an element of macroeco-
nomic stability and acknowledge the need to strengthen the progressivity of pub-
lic spending and the taxation system (WB 2020, pp 30 and 33; Amaglobeli and 
Thevenot 2022). However, the IMF is also accused of imposing significant sur-
charges (additional interest payments) on countries that undertake large borrowings. 
These surcharges undermine the capacity of the poorest countries to provide eco-
nomic stimulus or invest in social protection systems (Stiglitz and Gallagher 2022). 
Such examples of the institutions’ economic policy-making highlight a tension with 
their social protection commitment and generate a “discourse-practice disjuncture” 
(Mariotti and Romero 2022). The practices raise the fear that social protection com-
mitments will be eroded as the WB and the IMF cling to past financial models as 
ideals. Moreover, there is a fear that the measures now in place will phase out as 
the pandemic eases off, leading to the return of a pre-pandemic situation regarding 
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inequalities and gaps in protection, that are potentially even aggravated by policy 
choices made in the containment phase of the crisis (Leisering 2021).5

Concluding Remarks

The pandemic has revealed the poor state of social protection systems, especially in 
the developing world, and that a persistent need exists to implement structural and 
long-term measures in social protection (ILO FAO 2021). While social protection 
reform can surely not be realized without the help of the two largest global finan-
cial institutions, their endorsement of social protection presents a paradox. The WB 
and IMF are consistently reconfirming their commitment, raising hope of bringing 
them ever closer to a human human-centered approach to global justice questions. 
Conversely, the further the two institutions embrace the idea of social protection, the 
more it seems that their conception of vulnerability (and the consequent social pro-
tection response) fails to embrace important aspects of that approach.

While early twenty-first-century crises strongly fueled the WB and IMF’s 
endorsement of social protection, the COVID-19 response revealed that if anything 
can be said conclusively, it would be that the social turn of these institutions is still 
very much in progress. A transformative recovery process is required—one that 
addresses systemic problems, structural inequalities, exclusion, and social protection 
gaps (and many other injustices that have been exposed) (UN 2021). However, the 
current conceptualization of vulnerability in these institutions appears inadequate 
for seizing an opportunity for such transformative change. While social protection 
and the protection of vulnerable groups and households have become an inherent 
part of the institutional legal order of the WB and IMF, these concerns have yet to 
reach a guiding role in their economic policy-making.

The social turn of the WB and IMF is a commendable development with poten-
tially far-reaching consequences and evidence amounts that an ideational shift may 
be underway within the institutions (Metinsoy 2021). WB and IMF endorsement of 
the protection vocabulary seems, however, still largely confined to “ex-post protec-
tion” and displays a disconnect between economic and social policies, reducing the 
latter to a means for addressing market failures concerning vulnerable individuals 
and groups (Adésínà 2015, p. 112). Unfortunately, with the next crisis around the 
corner, time is scarce for institutional change. Climate change will likely require 
reimagining contemporary global governance (Carayannis and Weiss 2021), as well 
as social protection financing.  This presents the WB and the IMF with a unique 
opportunity to take the lead in bridging antagonisms between economic policy-mak-
ing and enduring concerns of social justice. However, if the social commitment of 
the WB and IMF does not emerge stronger in the pandemic’s aftermath, we have 

5 The examples here do not exhaust the critique. For example, restructuring IMF funding facilities dur-
ing the pandemic is considered inadequate (Stubbs et al. 2021), and, although the IMF has confirmed that 
post-pandemic social spending can be included as critical performance criteria in country programs (IMF 
2020a), examples of this are scarce (Engström 2022).
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little hope of better protecting vulnerable individuals and groups during  the next 
inevitable crisis.
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