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Facilitating transition between social assistance 
and social insurance in the Arab Region

Marina Andrade and Beatriz Burattini, International Policy Centre for Inclusive Development (IPCid)/Institute of Applied Economic Research (IPEA)  
and Organization of Ibero-American States (OEI) Luca Pellerano, International Labour Organization (ILO) and Fabio Veras Soares, IPCid/IPEA.

In the Arab region, 69 per cent of employment is informal, and only  
30 per cent of the population in the Arab States and 36 per cent1 in North 
Africa have at least one social protection benefit, excluding health insurance.  
Such context reveals the joint need to promote both formalization and access 
to social protection.

Bridging social assistance and social insurance can boost formal 
employment, expand coverage, stabilize incomes, and reduce 
vulnerabilities. The complementary nature of tax-financed benefits and 
contributory mechanisms enhances financial sustainability and opens  
new financing avenues. Ensuring coherence between policies is crucial.

An integrated model to facilitate transition 
ILO and IPEA (2025) propose a framework based on international 
experiences of transitioning between tax-financed social assistance and 
employment-related social insurance. It identifies four critical factors:  
(i) Social assistance design features (push factor): play a key role in 
incentivizing beneficiaries to search for work; (ii) Social insurance design 
features (pull factor): can be adapted to make schemes more inclusive 
and attractive for workers currently excluded; (iii) Labour market support 
measures (push factor): providing support for human capital development 
or labour activation, (iv) Financial incentives for joining social insurance (pull 
factor): encourage workers and businesses to join social insurance schemes.

Transitions in the Arab region 
Review of practices in Arab countries reveal mixed implementation of push 
and pull factors. While some countries incorporate job or income discounts or 
disregards in social assistance eligibility, the features mostly concern income 
from informal work. Few programmes provide robust financial incentives or 
seamless pathways to social insurance through training or self-employment 
support interventions. Some countries are implementing financial incentives 
for workers to join social insurance: while some subsidise social insurance 
contributions, others set differentiated contribution rates or partially subsidise 
participation in health insurance schemes.

Recommendations regarding push and pull factors to improve transition 
Push Factors:

	� Design of social assistance programmes:
•	 Phasing-out benefits: can prevent sudden loss of support, encouraging 

formalization. For example, Brazil’s Bolsa Família allows continued 
benefits for two years after surpassing income thresholds.

•	 Job and income disregards: employed individuals should not be 
qualified as ineligible in poverty-targeted programmes, or certain 
income streams or percentage of earned income can be discounted 
from eligibility calculations.

•	 Guaranteed return: ensures continued access to social protection 
benefits if needed.

	� Support to join the labour market:
•	 The effectiveness of ‘graduation’ strategies is contingent on 

whether self-employed individuals are covered within the existing 
social insurance policies, programmes and legal frameworks.

•	 Complementary interventions, like training and job placement, 
facilitate transitions for social assistance beneficiaries. 

•	 Structural barriers for migrants, refugees, and marginalized groups 
must be addressed, with targeted support to improve employability.

Pull Factors:
	� Design of social insurance schemes:

•	 Inclusive eligibility criteria should extend to all informal workers, 
domestic or agricultural workers, migrants, among others. 

•	 Suitable range of benefits: Providing access to short-term benefits 
and enhancing benefit portability encourages participation in  
social insurance.

•	 Easing administrative processes: Streamlining registration processes 
through digital tools reduce bureaucratic barriers.

	� Financial Incentives:
•	 Subsidized contributions, such as full or partial social insurance 

subsidies for informal workers, make participation in social 
insurance schemes affordable.

•	 Flexible contributions rates and schedules cater to seasonal 
incomes, as in tiered contribution models.

•	 Adoption of complementarity, tax-linked incentives, like monotax 
systems, reduce administrative costs and encourage formalization.

Broader Policy Recommendations
1.	 Integrate contributory and non-contributory approaches for 

poverty/unemployment protection with a view at developing 
more “universalistic” measures of protection against low income.

2.	 Expand statutory coverage through tax-financed schemes 
for life-cycle contingencies: to ensure people can maintain 
an adequate level of consumption at all times and create better 
incentives for social insurance subscription.

3.	 Continue to shape labour markets through setting standards 
in legislation or strengthening labour market policies and 
institutions: to help improve labour market outcomes, promote 
inclusion, providing pathways for transition to decent work and 
continuity in social protection.
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Note:
1. See: https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/WSPDB.action?id=19.
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