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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has made evident the unfulfilled promise of social protection in Latin America and the Caribbean
(LAC). Governments in LAC have used cash transfer programs (CTPs) to cushion the social and economic effects of the
pandemic. In this document we describe how these programs have served as a vehicle to reach vulnerable populations.
We show that LAC countries have used their existing social protection information systems to reach new populations,
as well as to deliver cash benefits. Governments’ responses were conditioned by the programs’ current coverage and
the registries’ interoperability with other sources of information. Specifically, we analyze the responses to the pandemic
distinguishing the ways in which countries innovated with their programs, along with the benefits’ coverage and size.
Additionally, we study social information systems: reviewing the characteristics of both social registries and single
beneficiary registries (existence, coverage, and interoperability).

We found that 64 CTPs were used in the region (in 24 out of 33 countries), 37 of which were emergency bonuses
(implemented in 21 countries). However, more than half of the interventions were directed at a small proportion of the
population (directly benefiting less than 10% of it) and consisted of total additional benefits lower than a minimum
monthly wage. We show that most CTPs in response to the pandemic used pre-existing information, both to register and
select the beneficiaries (81% of the programs) and to route the payments (73%).

Based on this analysis, we suggest three tasks for the coming years: to consolidate social protection information systems,

to foster the use of this information for the design, implementation and evaluation of public interventions, and to rethink
the role of CTPs as part of social protection systems.
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Introduction to the series:

Evidence, Experience, and Pertinence in Search for Effective Policy

Alternatives

The COVID-19 pandemic is one of the most serious
challenges the world has faced in recent times. The total
cost in terms of human lives is yet to unfold. Alongside
the cost of lives and deep health crisis, the world is wit-
nessing an economic downfold that will severely impact
the wellbeing of large parts of the population in the years
to come. Some of the measures that are currently being
used to counteract the pandemic may impact our future
lives in non-trivial ways. Understanding the association
between different elements of the problem to broaden
the policy space, with full awareness of the economic and
social effects that they may bring, is the purpose of this
series.

Thus far, the impossibility of targeted isolation of in-
fected individuals and groups has led to policies of so-
cial distancing that impose a disproportionately high
economic and social cost around the world. The combi-
nation of policies such as social distancing, lockdowns,
and quarantines, imply a slowdown or even a complete
stop in production and consumption activities for an un-
certain period of time, crashing markets and potential-
ly leading to the closure of businesses, sending millions
of workers home. Labor, a key factor of production, has
been quarantined in most sectors in the economy, bor-
ders have been closed and global value chains have been
disrupted. Most estimates show a contraction of the level
of output globally. For the Latin America and Caribbean
region, the consensus forecasts are at -3 to -4%, and it
is not until 2022 that the region is expected to go back
to its pre-crisis output levels in scenarios that foresee a
U-shaped crisis pattern. According to ECLAC, more than
30 million people could fall into poverty in the absence
of active policies to protect or substitute income flows to
vulnerable groups.

We face a crisis that requires unconventional respons-
es. We are concerned about the level-effect: the impact
of the crisis on the size of the economies and their capac-
ity to recover growth after the shock. But we are equally
concerned about the distributional impact of the shock.
The crisis interacts with pre-existing heterogeneity in
asset holdings, income-generation capacity, labor condi-
tions, access to public services, and many other aspects

that make some individuals and households particular-
ly vulnerable to an economic freeze of this kind. People
in the informal markets, small and micro entrepreneurs,
women in precarious employment conditions, historical-
ly excluded groups, such as indigenous and afro-descen-
dants, must be at the center of the policy response.

UNDP, as the development agency of the United Na-
tions, has a long tradition of accompanying policy-
making in its design, implementation, monitoring and
evaluation. It has a mandate to respond to changing
circumstances, deploying its assets to support our mem-
ber states in their pursuit of integrated solutions to com-
plex problems. This series aims at drawing from UNDPs
own experience and knowledge globally and from the
expertise and capacity of our partner think tanks and
academic institutions in Latin America and the Caribbe-
an. It is an attempt to promote a collective reflection on
the response to the COVID-19 health crisis and its eco-
nomic and social effects on our societies. Timeliness is a
must. Solutions that rely on evidence, experience, and
reasoned policy intuition —coming from our rich history
of policy engagement- are essential to guide this effort.
This series also contributes to the integrated approach
established by the UN reform and aspires to become an
important input into the coherent response of the United
Nations development system at the global, regional, and
national levels.

Ben Bernanke, former Governor of the US Federal Re-
serve, reminds us in his book The Courage to Act that
during crises, people are distinguished by those who
act and those who fear to act. We hope this policy docu-
ments series will contribute to the public debate by pro-
viding timely and technically solid proposals to support
the many who are taking decisive actions to protect the
most vulnerable in our region.

Luis F. Lopez-Calva
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has made evident the unfulfilled promise of social protection in Latin America and
the Caribbean (LAC).! In this region, the right to health is not secured for everyone, many households’ income is
especially vulnerable to a decline in economic activity, and losing a formal job means an immediate loss of income
and contributory social security benefits. In this context, LAC governments have responded to the pandemic with
interventions that seek to reduce its economic and social effects, particularly on people living in poverty or who have
seen their income drop (Lustig et al., 2020). Some interventions are social benefits activated in case of an unforeseen
event (such as iliness, or the loss of a job), that depend on contributory payments and membership to a social security
institution: for example, unemployment insurance. Others have consisted of measures for people to keep their jobs —
such as wage subsidies, reductions on social security contributions, or loans to businesses. Finally, the most frequent
intervention has been the use of existing or new cash transfer programs (CTPs) to reach the most vulnerable or
unprotected population, which are seldom covered by contributory social security schemes (Rubio et al., 2020).

Although the benefits and impact of CTPs are not equivalent to those of social protection systems, they are
instruments already in place in these countries. Through them, it was possible to reach the population almost
immediately, addressing one of the most generalized consequences of the pandemic: loss of income. While these
programs have been devised as secondary to securing social protection, the large number of workers in the informal
economy of the region (53%) has made CTPs a type of intervention frequently used by governments (Cecchini et al.,
2015). More importantly, these programs already had information systems and channels to deliver payments, with
which governments were able to reach and deliver social benefits to a especially vulnerable sector of the population.
At the same time, these virtues reveal the main shortcoming of CTPs: they exclude informal workers who were not
living in poverty, or those who had a formal job but lost it during the pandemic.

The extent to which governments have used CTPs has depended on their political preferences and their fiscal
capacity. Nevertheless, the scope of these measures has also depended on governments’ capacity to identify
populations and deliver social benefits. This capacity is associated with the information they have about people.
In this document, we analyze how CTPs have been used to address the COVID-19 pandemic’s economic and social
consequences. Specifically, we focus on how governments created or adapted this type of programs, as well as on
how they used social protection information systems for those purposes.

We argue that, although the effectiveness of these interventions to compensate for people’s income drop is
determined by each program’s design attributes (e.g., payments’ amount, frequency of delivery, and coverage), they
are predetermined by governments’ capacity for identifying the population in need. We explain how existing CTPs
served as a vehicle to identify and provide social benefits to the most vulnerable population, with greater or lesser
success depending on these programs’ coverage prior to the pandemic and on their records’ interoperability with
other sources of existing information.

We found that 24 out of 33 countries innovated in their CTPs with new programs (emergency bonuses), vertical
expansions (increasing social benefits’ size), horizontal expansions (incorporating new beneficiaries into existing
programs), or adaptations (bringing forward payments or changing its modality). Creating new programs was the most
frequent type of intervention: 21 countries implemented 37 new emergency bonuses (57 percent of innovations). For
countries with available information, we found that more than half of their interventions were directed at a small
proportion of the population (directly benefiting less than 10% of it) and consisted of additional total benefits lower

1 Social protection implies guaranteeing welfare for everyone. Sometimes, this occurs through contributory social security —with programs usually tied to
employment- and, other times, through social assistance —with non-contributory and generally targeted programs— (United Nations, 2018).
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than a monthly minimum wage. Finally, the analysis shows that most of the CTPs that respond to the pandemic
also used existing information, both to register and select the beneficiaries (81% of the programs) and to route the
payments (73%).

In the next section, we explain social protection information systems and their main attributes. Then, we describe
the different scenarios that people faced to get access to extraordinary cash benefits by their governments,
according to the pandemic’s impact on their income and the social protection regime to which they belong given
their employment status. After that, we explain our methodology for analyzing how governments used CTPs and
information systems during the pandemic. Later, we show the results of this analysis, distinguishing the ways in which
countries innovated with their programs, the coverage and size of the benefits provided and the quality of their social
protection information systems. Finally, we summarize the findings and suggest three agendas to consolidate the role
of CTPs and social information systems as part of social protection systems in LAC.

Social protection information systems

The decline in households’ income caused by the pandemic has resulted in the deployment of different policy
instruments, particularly CTPs, by governments around the world (ECLAC, 2020a; Gentilini et al., 2020; Rubio et al.,
2020). Their effectiveness in counteracting the consequences on households, however, has varied among countries.
Even if there were economic resources and political will to support the population, the implementation of this type of
programs requires extensive administrative capacity, which is different in each case (Lopez-Calva, 2020).

The administrative capacity is largely determined by governments’ ability for identifying and providing benefits to
the population in need (Lodge & Wegrich, 2014; Wu et al., 2015). Therefore, social protection information systems have
the potential to become powerful platforms for inclusion (Leite et al., 2017). This is especially true in countries where
social benefits are provided by different sources, and not predominantly by an integrated social protection system.
In these cases, information systems can help in responding more efficiently -by reducing administrative burdens for
both citizens and bureaucracies— and more effectively -to reach the people to which they are seeking to provide
social benefits-.

When the provision of social benefits is fragmented, it is the citizens who —carrying out administrative procedures
with different agencies— end up bearing the costs (of time and money) (Moynihan & Herd, 2010; Peeters & Nieto
2020; Chudnovsky & Peeters, 2019). But updated information systems also allow bureaucracies to make processes
more efficient: they facilitate the task of identifying the target population by having information about people’s
socioeconomic characteristics, from which they can determine who is eligible to each social benefit and where they
are located (Leite et al., 2017) (see Box 1).

Box 1. What are social protection information systems?

Social protection information systems are usually comprised of several sources of information: registries of contributory social security
institutes, social registries —socioeconomic information on potential beneficiaries from social assistance programs-, and single beneficiary
registries— information on those who are benefited by social programs (Beazley et al., 2019; Lindert et al., 2020)-.

The more integrated the systems are, the better they will be at facilitating the provision of a wide range of goods and services to target
populations. Integrated social protection information systems are more than a list of (potential) beneficiaries; they are registries that articulate
three different processes: identification, intake and registry of possible beneficiaries, and assessment of needs and conditions to determine their
eligibility.

When these systems work, agencies responsible for social programs can make decisions about people’s eligibility, provide benefits to them,
and know how their socioeconomic conditions are evolving (Leite et al., 2017). Although it is difficult to have information in real time, these
systems tend to be updated with single beneficiary registries, which keep records of the population that receives social programs (Barca, 2017;
Chirchir & Farooq, 2016).
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A good information system is usually comprised of social registries, (single)? beneficiary registries of social assistance
programs, and administrative registries of contributory social security and health services. Social registries must have
mechanisms to intake and assess the needs of potential beneficiaries to social assistance programs (Barca, 2017;
Beazley et al., 2019; Chirchir & Farooq, 2016). There are two types of social registries (Leite et al., 2017; Lindert et al.,
2020): those used by governments to actively gather information on the living conditions of households or individuals,
through censuses or targeted searches in territories with greater poverty; and those that operate on demand, when
people who require social assistance provide information to be registered with the possibility of being beneficiaries
in the future. Most LAC countries have a combination of both.

Single beneficiary registries, which systematize information about people who already receive (at least) one social
program (Barca, 2018; Chirchir & Farooq, 2016), allow governments to identify which people receive social programs
and enable coordination among various programs that seek to reach the same person and avoid duplication. They
also have information on payment methods (which can be used by other programs), thereby reducing administrative
burdens for both government and individuals. When they are interoperable with social registries, single beneficiary
registries can better track people’s social needs.

Social registries and single beneficiary registries may also have interoperability with other non-social registries or
administrative records (Chirchir & Farooq, 2016; Lindert et al., 2020). They may be interoperable with single identification
systems (identity cards), to identify individuals within a given population. They may also be interoperable with other
administrative registries such as social security tax or civil records, which helps to avoid program’s duplications and to
detect people that, given the changes in their income, have become eligible for social assistance. Finally, there could
be interoperability with information collected through population censuses and surveys, which would enable the
systematization of information about the conditions of specific territories and, during an emergency, complement
the assessments made from social registries or single beneficiary registries. Of course, interoperability does not
guarantee updating information in real time and, therefore, it does not guarantee timely responses.

To be useful, information systems must have complete and updated information, with good coverage and
mechanisms for validating and updating the information (Barca & O'Brien, 2017; Beazley et al., 2019). Similarly, it is
important to know how this information is used: how many programs or institutions use or report into the system, as
well as whether the information is mandatory or optional when designing and implementing social programs.

The fragmentation of social protection systems in LAC implies that people’s social information is dispersed: for
some people, their information is kept in contributory social security institutions’ registries and, for others, the
information regarding their social conditions is available in the records of one or many non-contributory programs.
In these cases, the need for coordination and exchange of information between government agencies and levels
of government is essential to provide social benefits. In these cases, governments face greater difficulties when
obtaining the specific socioeconomic characteristics of the general population: particularly when, due to a crisis,
workers migrate from one system to another. Even in countries with (non-contributory) health systems that, for
their operation, have registries of a vast proportion of its population, such as Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico or Peru,
their usefulness for targeting new social benefits will depend on governments’ capacity to link such registries to
other sources of information. The more fragmented the provision of social benefits, the greater the need for the
information systems to be integrated.

2 As mentioned by Leite et al. (2017), the literature on social protection information systems often uses interchangeably the terms single, unique, unified and
integrated to talk about information systematization processes that are a common gateway for multiple programs or a collection of standardized information
in the same database.
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People’s experiences in fragmented social protection systems

In LAC countries, social protection is mainly guaranteed through a contributory social security system while others
rely on non-contributory programs (universal and targeted), including CTPs. Although the number of these programs
has significantly increased in the region, the importance they have as a component of social protection regimes varies
among countries (see Graph 1).

= Graph 1. Percentage of people in Latin American and Caribbean countries living in a household that receives a
cash transfer program, 2017-2018
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Note 1 (calculations): this calculation is the sum of the percentage of people living in a household that receives a national conditional transfer program, as well as the
percentage of people receiving a non-contributory social pension.

Note 2 (visualization): dotted lines indicate subregional averages (in colors) and overall (gray).

Note 3 (dates): in general, the reporting year for the countries is the most up-to-date information for 2017 or 2018; however, in the case of Barbados and Bermuda is
2014; for Saint Kitts and Nevis and Saint Vincent and the Grenadines is 2015; of the Bahamas, El Salvador (Apoyo a Comunidades Solidarias), Ecuador (Bono Joaquin
Gallegos Lara y Complemento del Bono de Desarrollo Humano) and Venezuela is 2016. The information for Mexico is from 2019 and for Costa Rica (Crecemos) is from
2020 because these countries have recently created programs.

Source: authors’ elaboration with data from ECLAC (2020b y 2020c).

These differences are relevant to understand the relative importance of each of the sources that make up the social
protection information systems in LAC countries. For those with contributory social security systems with broad
coverage, the importance of CTPs' (single) beneficiary registries, for example, will be less than that of the contributory
social security registries. Because contributory social security is tied to employment, in these cases governments
could find out relatively quickly who has lost their job or who has had a reduction in their salary: both scenarios
must be registered in the system of social security so employers stop paying their contributions. In contrast, when
contributory social security coverage is narrow, guaranteeing social protection depends mainly on non-contributory
social programs. When the latter have broad coverage, the relative importance of the single beneficiary registries, for
example, will be greater than that of the registries of contributory social security institutions.

Providing social protection requires governments with instruments capable not only to identify and deliver social
benefits to the population they already have registered, but to react to changes in their working conditions, formality,
and income. This provision demands for clear and efficient intake and registration processes, that allow for updating
persons or households’ socioeconomic information. Reaction to changes in socioeconomic conditions is even more
important in an emergency, when these changes occur for a vast number of people, almost simultaneously.

www.latinamerica.undp.org | United Nations Development Programme | 2020 9



UNDP Latin America and the Caribbean
#COVID19 | POLICY DOCUMENTS SERIES

The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered changes in socioeconomic conditions for many people (see Table 1). There
are, for example, people who had a formal job and access to contributory social security and that, due to the crisis,
lost their employment, (most or all of their) income and social security benefits. There are also those whose informal
job allowed them to generate a certain level of income enough for being excluded from social assistance, but that
lost their job and income with the pandemic, and lack social benefits ~-whom Lépez-Calva (2020) refers to as the
missing middle-. For those in these two groups, having social protection depends on governments’ capacity and
flexibility to identify and incorporate them, since they are not automatically covered by a CTP. Third, there are people
who were not covered neither by contributory social security nor by social assistance programs and who before and
after the pandemic would need to be targeted by a public intervention —the hidden poor in terms of Lépez-Calva
(2020)-. Finally, there are people who did not have social protection, but whose living conditions do not depend,
before or after the pandemic, directly on public interventions. Along with this group, there are people who already
had contributory social security or social assistance and that, after the pandemic’s impact, maintain the same living
conditions: either they are still entitled to contributory social security benefits because they keep their jobs or they
continue receiving the benefits of a social program because their socioeconomic characteristics have not changed.

= Table 1. Population and different experiences before COVID-19

Social protection of Population without income Population with income decreased due to COVID-19
people before COVID-19 | change due to COVID-19

Population before COVID-19 Population in poverty before COVID-19 Non-poor population before
COVID-19
With contributory social ~ They maintain their formal They lose their formal employment and They lose formal employment
security coverage employment and contributory  social security benefits. Their level of poverty and social security benefits.
social security benefits or vulnerability is worsened They can fall into poverty
or vulnerability due to the
pandemic
Without contributory They maintain their informal They lose their informal employment. They ~ They lose their informal
social security coverage, employment. They continueto  continue to receive social assistance. Their employment. They continue to
but with social receive social assistance level of poverty or vulnerability is worsened  receive social assistance. They can
assistance coverage fall into poverty or vulnerability
due to the pandemic
Without contributory They maintain their informal They lose their informal employment. They ~ They lose their informal
social security or social employment. They do not lack social protection, and the level of employment. They lack social
assistance coverage, but  benefit from social assistance poverty or vulnerability is worsened. Easily protection and may fall into
identified in the social programs identifiable to receive social assistance poverty due to the pandemic.
registry Easily identifiable to receive
social assistance (missing middle)
Without contributory They maintain their informal They lose their informal employment. They lose their informal
social security or social employment. They do not They do not benefit from social assistance employment. They do not
assistance coverage and  benefit from social assistance programs. Their level of poverty or benefit from social assistance
without being identified  programs (includes the hidden  vulnerability is accentuated (hidden poorin  programs. May fall into poverty
in the social registry poor) worse conditions) or vulnerability to the pandemic

(missing middle)

Source: authors’ elaboration based on Lépez-Calva (2020).

In the following pages, we analyze how LAC countries responded through CTPs to the COVID-19 pandemic. We
also explain the use they made of their social protection information systems to reach and provide benefits to the
population.
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D[P

Methodology

The purpose of this analysis is to explain how countries have been able to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic in
terms of social protection. We focus on CTPs and on the social information systems they have used to identify and
deliver social benefits to the population. For that purpose, we analyze the responses made by LAC countries and the
specific characteristics of the social information systems of each country to see how they shaped policy responses.

The first section, regarding the CTPs implemented during the pandemic, is based on previous work that
systematized these responses (Blofield et al., 2020; ECLAC, 2020a; Gentilini et al., 2020; Rubio et al., 2020) and the
review of governments’ websites, information provided by the authorities through social media, and press releases.
The analysis focuses on the use of CTPs (conditional or unconditional), particularly on programs that are new or that
modified some design attribute in response to the pandemic. So, we excluded already existing unmodified programs,
as we assume that they were not used by governments as vehicles to serve the population affected by the pandemic.*
Likewise, we excluded responses that required affiliation to a contributory social security system, those that —instead
of delivering money or vouchers— delivered goods or food, or that guaranteed basic infrastructure services, as well as
those granting credits or subsidies in order to preserve employment or prevent businesses from closing.

To determine the different ways in which these programs were modified to respond to the pandemic, we
categorized them based on the typology of social policy responses in emergency contexts developed by Oxford
Policy Management (2015) (see Table 2).

= Table 2. Categorization of innovative responses to the pandemic

- New program: intervention designed in response to the pandemic
- Vertical expansion: increasing the payments’size to all or some beneficiaries

Innovation Innovative attribute of the CTPs - Horizontal expansion: increasing coverage
- Adaptation: CTPs’ payments brought forward or changes in the delivery
mechanism?®
Information to identify Use of existing information to
and register select beneficiaries
o . - Yes®
e i B Use of existing |nformat|9n of -No
payment methods to deliver the
benefits
transfer

Source: authors’ elaboration.

Then, for the analysis of these countries’ social protection information systems, we use the analytical categories
defined by Barca & O'Brien (2017) and Lindert et al. (2020): a) existence of a social registry, along with population
coverage rates; b) existence of a single beneficiary registry; and c) interoperability with other information systems.”

—————————
3 The characteristics of the studied programs are those reported by each country.

4 The complete compilation of the programs and information systems —along with their code- is available at the online repository (github.com/pCobosAlcala/
CashTransfers_COVID19).

5 We do not consider as adaptation the decision in some existing programs to suspend the conditionality of transfers to school attendance, since it was due
to the closure of educational centers (Blofield et al., 2020).

6 As some programs had mixed approaches, that is, they used existing information while establishing new mechanisms to gather new information, the cate-
gories can be understood in the following dichotomous way: programs that at some point used existing information or programs in which the entire selection
or payment methods was completely new.

7 The data collected corresponds to what is reported by the countries themselves in public documents or on their social information platforms.
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Once policy responses and their respective information systems are analyzed, we compare them in order to
identify both the alternatives and the limitations that each country had when designing and implementing their
CTPs during the emergency.

Cash transfers as an instrument against the pandemic

To reduce the chain of contagion, LAC countries established measures to restrict mobility in public, work, or
educational spaces. This decision implied a significant reduction in economic activity, which affected people’s income.
To offset this effect and secure basic living conditions, governments implemented various policy responses: new
programs, vertical expansions, horizontal expansions, and adaptations (see Table 3).

Given the limited coverage of the contributory social security systems in most countries of the region,® CTPs were
the best available option to reach people. By early August 2020 (five months after the first cases were detected in the
region), 24 out of 33 LAC countries had used 64 CTPs to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic.® However, the number
of programs is not the best indicator for assessing the magnitude of the response. The scope —in terms of coverage
and size of the social benefits- of these interventions also matters. For this reason, in this section we study, first, how
governments created and modified their CTPs. Then, we analyze their scope to put these efforts into perspective.

Innovations in CTPs as response to the pandemic

To face the pandemic, most countries responded with new CTPs. In total, 21 countries created 37 new programs. In
general, these programs were extraordinary bonuses —by early August, most of them had transferred cash benefits
one, two or three times- aimed at compensating for the temporary loss of income during the lockdown, as well as to
facilitate people staying in their homes. Although these programs have new names, target populations and payments
size, they were built on existing social information or payment methods.

Besides creating new interventions, LAC governments also increased the payment size of existing CTPs: 17
programs in 7 countries were vertically expanded. These responses implied increasing the size of the transfers
for people who were already beneficiaries. For example, Jamaica increased the payment size of PATH, an existing
CTP, to make up for the school meals that students stopped receiving when schools closed. This type of response
is administratively simple because the programs already had information of their beneficiary population in their
registries and had in place payment methods with which the population was used to.

In other cases, governments expanded programs horizontally, that is, they increased the coverage of existing CTPs.
This type of innovation was the least frequent (only three programs innovated in this way). The Bolsa Familia program
in Brazil extended transfers to people who were already on the social registry (Cadastro Unico), but who were not
yet beneficiaries as they were on the waiting list. Similarly, Guatemala doubled the number of older adults selected
monthly to begin receiving non-contributory pensions with the potential effect of protecting a group especially at
risk in the pandemic. Finally, Belize expanded the coverage of its CTP named Boost, by using the information of

8 The need to respond to the pandemic has made it clear that countries with broad coverage in their contributory social security systems have fewer people
in need and greater capacity to implement an intervention in response to the pandemic, and vice versa (Oxford Policy Management , 2015). The population
with contributory social security has guaranteed a protection floor that makes them less vulnerable to a drop in income and to lack of access to health due to
an emergency. In addition, this population has the possibility of being identified and targeted to receive new or better government social benefits, since they
are already in social security registries. For this reason, countries with low levels of coverage have a narrower margin —in administrative terms— to respond
quickly and effectively to the emergency, but a greater need to do so, since there is a greater proportion of their population whose income and general wel-
fare are particularly vulnerable to the economic or sanitary crisis.

9 As explained before, those CTPs that continued to operate regularly, without any modification, were excluded from the analysis, as they cannot be consid-
ered part of the response to the pandemic.
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another program: their food assistance’s beneficiary registry. The three programs that expanded their coverage used
pre-existing information to register and select new beneficiaries, although in the Brazilian case additional online
mechanisms were adapted so those who were not in the social registry could also request the benefit.

Finally, some countries made only minor adaptations. Costa Rica and Mexico brought forward the delivery of cash
benefits of existing programs, without modifying coverage or payment size. Similarly, Trinidad and Tobago switched

in kind benefits (food) for cash transfers. This type of intervention used information from their beneficiary registries
and, except in the case of Trinidad and Tobago, used the same payment methods.

= Table 3. Number of cash transfer programs in Latin America and the Caribbean to respond to COVID-19, by form of

innovation
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Source: authors’ estimation and elaboration. The complete list of programs is in Table 4 and the compilation with all the variables is available at the online repository
(github.com/pCobosAlcala/CashTransfers COVID19).

Coverage and payment size of CTPs

Beyond the number and type of innovation, to better understand policy responses, we need to assess coverage
among the target population and the size of the transfers. With very few exceptions, most of the interventions were
not very ambitious: they directly benefited less than 10% of the population with a total additional payment lower
than each country’s monthly minimum wage.

In Graphs 2 and 3, the horizontal axis represents coverage, understood as the number of direct beneficiaries
(households or individuals) divided by the total population of a country (The World Bank, 2020a)."° The vertical axis
shows the additional social benefits divided by the country’s monthly minimum wage in Graph 2 (International Labor
Organization, 2020) and by monthly GDP per capita in Graph 3 (The World Bank, 2020b)."

10 In the case of programs that had a horizontal expansion (that is, that expanded their coverage), only the number of people or households benefited due to
the pandemic is considered.

11 On the one hand, when programs were new, the amount reflected in the graph is equal to the total social benefit from April to early August. On the other
hand, when the programs expanded the number of benefited people or households (horizontal expansion), the transfer considered in the graph reflects the
social benefit received only by the new population. Finally, for the programs that increased the size of the transfers (vertical expansions), the graph only con-
siders the amount added to the existing program. In all cases, when the social benefit depended on family composition or income level, the average transfer
was considered for the graph. The adaptation programs do not appear in the graph because they do not represent increases in coverage nor amounts.
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Some emergency bonuses (newly created programs) were the most ambitious responses. The Auxilio Emergencial
program in Brazil is not only the intervention that in absolute terms had the largest number of direct beneficiaries
(80 million [Rubio et al., 2020]), and in which the number of these beneficiaries as a proportion of the population
represents a higher percentage (37%), but also in which the payment size was one of the highest (1.73 monthly
minimum wages) in the region. In contrast, Bolsa Familia enrolled new beneficiaries who were on the waiting list (1.2
million families [Rubio et al., 2020]), but without modifying payment size (they paid the same amount of money that
was regularly delivered, which is equivalent to one third of the monthly minimum wage). This was possible because
Auxilio Emergencial is a temporary program, whereas Bolsa Familia's benefits to the newly enrolled population will
continue after the pandemic.

This situation is similar to what happened in Guatemala where —on the one hand- the government expanded
horizontally its non-contributory pension program (to a relatively small number of people), but —on the other hand-
implemented a new temporary program: an extraordinary bonus, higher than the monthly minimum wage, to a
larger number of people.

The programs with vertical expansions (those that increased the size of social benefits for people who were already
beneficiaries) did so with relatively low additional amounts of money. For example, Argentina used its universal
allowance programs (Asignacién Universal por Embarazo and Asignacidon Universal por Hijo), which have broad
joint coverage (26% of the population) to transfer an additional but relatively small social benefit ($46 dollars, the
equivalent to 9.7% of the minimum wage [Rubio et al., 2020]). Conversely, Colombia and Suriname stand out for the
magnitude by which they increased the size of their program’s cash transfers. In the case of Colombia’s Jovenes en
Accidn it was of $98 additional dollars, delivered monthly during the state of emergency, and in Suriname’s children’s
allowance program, a 6-month cash benefit of $134 extra dollars (monthly delivered). However, both programs had
very limited coverage (296 thousand direct beneficiaries in Colombia and 45 thousand in Suriname (Directorate
National Security, 2020; Gobierno de Colombia, 2020; Vishmohanie, 2019)).

Finally, there were countries, like Mexico, Costa Rica and Trinidad and Tobago, that adapted their CTPs, but did
not increase the payments nor expand their coverage. The objective, in these cases, was to give families disposable
income during the pandemic.

In Graph 3, we present information similar to that of Graph 2, but with monthly GDP per capita as a reference to
compare the total additional payments’size. In this graph, it is possible to include Caribbean countries (because there
is not comparable information regarding their minimum wage). The trends are similar to those of Graph 2: programs
are concentrated in the lower part of the graphs (transfer sizes are, for the most part, below 60% of monthly GDP per
capita) and it is evident that new programs are the ones that had the greatest coverage.
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= Graph 2. Proportion of direct beneficiaries and total additional benefits divided by monthly minimum wage in the
cash transfer programs in response to COVID-19
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= Graph 3. Proportion of direct beneficiaries and total additional benefits divided by monthly GDP per capita in the
cash transfer programs in response to COVID-19
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Note 1 (calculations): the additional social benefits are the vertical expansions or new average benefits during the time that they were provided, for the programs
with information available for both axes. However, some programs mentioned that social benefits would be implemented for the duration of the state of emergency,
so we considered them as if they had lasted three months (one benefit per month).

Note 2 (calculations): coverage corresponds to the population benefited by the innovation.

Note 3 (calculations): in the case of the Asignacion Universal por Embarazo and Asignacion Universal por Hijo programs in Argentina, coverage is the sum of both
programs and they are represented as if they were a single program.

Note 4 (calculations): in the case of horizontal expansions, the social benefit is the usual payment, but only for the new incorporated population for a period of three
months.

Note 5 (interpretation): it is important to mention that any interpretation of these data should consider that the programs have different designs, in some cases
directed towards families and in others towards individuals, as well as universal or targeted approaches towards people who lost their income. The intention of Graphs
2 and 3, then, is to show an overview of the programs using similar metrics with the intention to have an understandable idea of LAC responses, without considering
the details of each one.

Note 6 (dates): GDP per capita is from 2019 (The World Bank, 2020b). The minimum wage dates are 2011 for Haiti; 2012 for Belize; 2013 for Costa Rica, Ecuador*, Gua-
temala*, Jamaica, Mexico*, Panama*, and Trinidad and Tobago; 2015 for the Dominican Republic* and Paraguay*; 2017 for Argentina* and Colombia*; 2018 for Brazil,
Chile*, Costa Rica*, El Salvador*, Peru* and Uruguay*; and 2019 for Bolivia* (International Labor Organization, 2020). The minimum wage information source for the
countries with an asterisk contained information in local currency, so the payments were converted to dollars in mid-October 2020.

Source: authors’ estimation and elaboration with data from the International Labour Organization (2020) and The World Bank Group (2020a, 2020b). The complete
compilation of the programs and information systems is available at the online repository (github.com/pCobosAlcala/CashTransfers_COVID19).
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The different characteristics of these responses, shown in Graphs 2 and 3, reflect previous policy decisions,
regarding populations to be prioritized (as families in general, the poorest people or those who lost their job) and
policy objectives to be pursued (e.g., to cushion drop of income or to guarantee a minimum income). These decisions
respond to political priorities, but are also explained by the capacities of each country. For example, the decision on
the magnitude of programs’ vertical expansions depended on budgetary capacity, but the extent to which countries
expanded their programs and created new ones was facilitated by the information they already had to identify
and target beneficiaries. In the following section we describe how the different LAC governments used their social
information systems to respond to the pandemic.

The use of existing information to respond to the pandemic

Social protection information systems made it possible to quickly respond during an emergency where there
were few alternatives. The region’s social registries already contained information on 227 million people. While these
information systems did not guarantee effective responses, they did facilitate them. For example, those who have
been affected by the pandemic and are covered by social protection systems could be identified to receive new or
better social benefits, since they were already in the social information systems.

These social information systems had differences in their coverage, in the quality of their information and in their
interoperability with other registries, all of which affected their potential use. Based on available data and information
reported by national governments, we analyze these systems by identifying which social protection information
systems each country has and, then, how CTPs used them to respond to the pandemic (see Table 4).

Information systems for CTPs

We identified sixteen countries with social registries in LAC, twelve with single beneficiary registries and six with
systems that are interoperable with other sources of information (other than identity cards). Although not all countries
use their information systems for all their social assistance programs at all levels of government, they are common
in the region, particularly in the operation of social assistance programs with the highest coverage. Likewise, seven
social registries have a mixed mechanism for filling in the information: both active searches from the government and
on demand applications from potential beneficiaries.

= Table 4. Ways in which CTPs used information systems to respond to COVID-19

Social protection L . .
. . . . Pre-existing information used for register, selec-
Country information system | Program name Type of innovation | ..
. tion and transfer
prior to COVID-19

Asignacion Universal por

Embarazo Vertical expansion  Beneficiary registry of the same program

Asignacion Universal por
Social registry, Hijo
single beneficiary
registry and
interoperability

Vertical expansion  Beneficiary registry of the same program

Argentina Ingreso Familiar de

. New Pre-existing information was not used
Emergencia
Pensién No Contributiva Vertical expansion  Beneficiary registry of the same program

Registries of beneficiaries for registration and

Tarjeta Alimentaria New program selection
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Social registry and
single beneficiary
registry

Social registry

Social registry,
single beneficiary
registry and
interoperability

Social registry

Social registry,
single beneficiary
registry and
interoperability

Social registry and
single beneficiary
registry

Social registry and
single beneficiary
registry

Social registry,
single beneficiary
registry and
interoperability

Unemployment Assis-
tance for COVID-19

Unemployment Pro-
gramme for Self-Em-
ployed

Vulnerable Family Survival
Programme

The Boost Programme

Bono Canasta Familiar

Bono Familia

Bono Universal

Auxilio Emergencial

Bolsa Familia

Bono de Apoyo a los
Ingresos Familiares — Bono
CovID

Bono Independiente

Ingreso Familiar de
Emergencia (IFE)

Colombia Mayor

Compensacion del
Impuesto sobre las ventas
(IVA)

Familias en Accion
Ingreso Solidario

Jovenes en Accidon

Pensions’ payments
brought forward

Bono Proteger

IMAS

Programa Pa’Ti

Programa Quédate en
Casa

Bono de proteccion
familiar

Programa de transferencias

New program

New program

New program

Horizontal expan-
sion

New program

New program

New program

New program

Horizontal expan-
sion

New program

New program
New program

Vertical expansion

New program

Vertical expansion
New program
Vertical expansion
Adaptation

New program

New program

New program

New program

New program

New program
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Pre-existing information was not used

Pre-existing information was not used

Beneficiary registry for registration and selection
Beneficiary registries for registration and selec-
tion

Social registry for register in the program and
selection

Financial and labor information for register, selec-
tion and payment

Social registry and beneficiary registries for regis-
ter in the program, selection and payment

Social registry for register in the program, selec-
tion and payment

Social registry and contributory social security
information for register in the program, selection
and payment

Fiscal information for selection and payment
Social registry for selection and payment

Beneficiary registry of the same program
Social registry for selection and payment

Beneficiary registry of the same program

Social registry for register in the program,
selection and payment

Beneficiary registry of the same program
Beneficiary registry of the same program

Pre-existing information was not used

Social registry for register in the program,
selection and payment

Contributory social security information and
beneficiary registries for register in the program,
selection and payment

Social registry for register in the program,
selection and payment

Social security information for selection and
payment

Pre-existing information was not used
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Guatemala

Haiti

Jamaica

Mexico

Panama

Paraguay

Peru

Saint Kitts and
Nevis

Suriname

Social registry

Social registry and
single beneficiary
registry

Social registry and
single beneficiary
registry

Social registry

Social registry,
single beneficiary
registry and
interoperability

Adulto Mayor

Apoyo al Comercio
Popular

Bono Familia

Transferencias monetarias

CARE
PATH

Becas de Educacién Basica
Bienestar para las Familias

Beca Educacion Media
Superior Benito Judrez

Beca Educacién Superior
Joévenes Escribiendo el
Futuro

Pensién para el Bienestar
de las Personas con
Discapacidad

Pension para el Bienestar
de los Adultos Mayores

Panama Solidario

Nangareko (Programa de
Seguridad Alimentaria)

Programa Pytyvo
(Subsidio de Emergencia
Sanitaria)

Tekopora
Bono Yo me quedo en
casa (Bono 280)

Bono Familiar Universal
Bono Independiente
Bono rural

COVID-19 Relief Fund

Financiéle Bijstand
Mensen Met Een
Beperking

Financiéle Bijstand
Zwakke Huishoudens

Algemene Kinderbijslag

Algemene
Oudedagsvoorziening

Horizontal
expansion

New program
New program
New program

New program

Vertical expansion

Adaptation

Adaptation

Adaptation

Adaptation

Adaptation

New program

New program

New program

Vertical expansion

New program

New program

New program

New program

New program

Vertical expansion

Vertical expansion
Vertical expansion

Vertical expansion
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Conventional mechanisms of register and
payment

Municipal information of commerce for register
and selection

Electricity consumption information for selection

Social registry for register in the program,
selection and payment

Pre-existing information was not used

Beneficiary registry of the same program

Beneficiary registry of the same program

Beneficiary registry of the same program

Beneficiary registry of the same program

Beneficiary registry of the same program

Beneficiary registry of the same program

Labor and social security information for selection

Beneficiary registries, labor and social security
information for selection

Beneficiary registries, labor and social security
information for selection
Beneficiary registry of the same program

Social registry for register in the program,
selection and payment

Social registry and beneficiary registries for
register in the program, selection and payment

Social registry and beneficiary registries for
register in the program, selection and payment

Social registry and beneficiary registries for
register in the program, selection and payment

Pre-existing information was not used

Beneficiary registry of the same program

Beneficiary registry of the same program
Beneficiary registry of the same program

Beneficiary registry of the same program
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Disability Assistance
Grants

Vertical expansion

Beneficiary registry of the same program

Food Support Vertical expansion  Beneficiary registry of the same program
Public Assistance Vertical expansion  Beneficiary registry of the same program
Trinidad and
Tobago - Rental Assistance Grant New program Pre-existing information was not used
School Feeding . . .
Programme Adaptation Beneficiary registry of the same program
'gzrrréporary ekl BT 2 New program Pre-existing information was not used
Social regist Canasta de Emergencia New brogram Beneficiary registries and social security
>oclalregistry, 9 prog information for selection
UteaEy single beneficiary
registry and Plan de Equidad Social Vertical expansion  Beneficiary registry of the same program
interoperability . . . . .
Uruguay Social Vertical expansion  Beneficiary registry of the same program
Bono Disciplina 'y Social security information for selection and
L New program
Conciencia payment
Venezuela =

Bono Especial Quédate en

New program

Social security information for selection and

Casa - Sistema Patria payment
Note (-): the dash indicates that there is no information on the portals of the countries to determine the answer.

Source: authors’ estimation and elaboration. The complete compilation of the programs and information systems is available at the online repository (github.com/
pCobosAlcala/CashTransfers COVID19).

As shown in Table 2, LAC countries used social registries, (single) beneficiary registries, and other information
systems to target vulnerable people (enrolling them based on certain socioeconomic characteristics) or to avoid
duplications (reaching more people who were not receiving existing CTPs). Programs in Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador,
and Peru used them for the first purpose: they targeted vulnerable people, without necessarily excluding those
who were already beneficiaries of some program. In some other cases, such as Colombia, the Dominican Republic,
Peru, Panama and Paraguay, interventions used them to target beneficiaries, to avoid duplications and, except for
Paraguay, to automatically enroll and notify people of their new benefit. Finally, in Bolivia and Brazil, the new programs
used information from other beneficiary registries to generate a new registry of beneficiaries who were targeted to
receive an extraordinary benefit during the pandemic. In this sense, Brazil stands out because, through the Auxilio
Emergencial program, it had reached 59.3 million people by the end of May 2020, less than two months after being
launched (Blofield et al., 2020).

In other cases, existing registries had limited coverage, making it necessary for the programs to add new people
to them. Thus, some LAC countries have innovated in their intake and registration processes for identifying new
potentially eligible population. Caribbean countries such as the Bahamas, Barbados, Saint Kitts and Nevis, as well
as Trinidad and Tobago, took advantage of electronic mechanisms, such as emails or platforms, to implement on-
demand registration processes. In the same vein, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, Peru and Uruguay established
online platforms so that people could request their enrollment into the programs (or by phone for people who did not
have internet access). Once again, Brazil stands out: Auxilio Emergencial complemented the information from existing
registers with on-demand applications via online, telephone and face-to-face mechanisms, with 96 million applicants
registered by the end of May, of which 61% were accepted into the program (Blofield et al., 2020).

Social information systems were also used to deliver social benefits. Countries that already had people’s banking

information were able to transfer benefits more easily, through bank cards in which they already received some other
social benefit, or the accounts they had in social registries. This was the case in Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica,
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the Dominican Republic, and Peru. Both Haiti and Uruguay used mobile apps to cash in benefits in certain places,’
whereas Guatemala sent codes to mobile phones to withdraw money at ATMs. Finally, Panama and Paraguay designed
mechanisms for cashing in the extraordinary social bonus in supermarkets through the information contained in their
national identity cards.

Social information systems have also been used to notify the beneficiaries of the transfer they would receive. Most
of the countries set up online platforms so that people could find out if they had been selected to receive social
benefits from a program, and even some, such as Colombia, Costa Rica and Paraguay, notify them by cell phone.

Graph 4 shows that the use of existing information was frequent for responding to the pandemic: 52 out of 64
programs used existing information to identify and select people, as well as to make payments (47 out of 64). All
vertical expansions (17), horizontal expansions (3), and adaptations (7) used existing information to identify and select
people and almost all programs used already existing payment methods (25 out of 27). This was administratively
viable because they are programs with operating processes already at work. Similarly, most of the new programs used
existing information to identify and determine who was eligible (25 out of 37), and pre-existing payment methods
to deliver the benefit (22 out of 37). Thus, although these were programs with new target populations, objectives
or structures, they built on previous efforts to systematize information and payment methods that facilitated their
implementation.

= Graph 4. Use of existing information and payment methods by innovations in CTP

Use of existing Use of existing
Type of information for payment
innovation registration or selection methods

2 Sl

Source: authors’ estimation and elaboration. The complete list of programs is in Table 4 and the compilation with all the variables is available at the online repository
(github.com/pCobosAlcala/CashTransfers COVID19).

Information systems’ quality: coverage and interoperability

In this section, we analyze the quality of information systems used by the CTPs implemented to respond to the
pandemic. To do so, Graph 5 shows, on the horizontal axis, the proportion of people whose information is included
in each country’s social registry —an indicator of the quality of social protection information systems-. The vertical
axis represents the sum of people or households that directly received cash transfers in each program divided by
each country’s population. This metric should not necessarily be interpreted as total program’s coverage because,

12 Although with major differences in terms of coverage (both due to the population’s connectivity limitations and the existence of administrative records with
people’s contact details), which allows a more limited scope in the case of Haiti.
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in some cases, people could be benefited from more than one program and, in others, programs were targeted to
households rather than individuals. Finally, the colors of the graph indicate the existence of the components of the
social protection information systems, while the type of figure (triangles or circles) shows whether a country used this
information system.

= Graph 5. Use of information systems in response to COVID-19 and sum of direct beneficiaries divided by the
population of each country
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Note 1 (countries without information): non-visualized LAC countries do not present information on CTPs with any new characteristics, their social benefits or covera-
ge, nor the social protection information system. The information for Belize, Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago only contains those of the programs with data in both
axes.

Note 2 (calculations): the vertical axis corresponds to the sum of direct beneficiaries for each program. If a program provided two or more payments, we only included
one. Population data is for mid-2019.

Note 3 (visualization): dotted lines represent the average for each axis.

Note 4 (sources): the components and data correspond to those reported by each country.

Note 5 (interpretation): any interpretation of these data must consider that the programs have different designs, in some cases directed towards families and in others
towards individuals, as well as universal or focused approaches towards people who lost their income. The purpose of Graph 4, then, is to show an overview of the
programs using similar metrics in order to have a basic understanding of LAC responses, without considering the details of each one.

Source: authors’ estimation and elaboration with data from The World Bank Group (2020a). The complete compilation of the programs and information systems is
available at the online repository (github.com/pCobosAlcala/CashTransfers COVID19).

As seen in Graph 5, in the upper-right quadrant there are countries with an above-average proportion of the
population in the social registry and of direct beneficiaries divided by the population. Chile -with one of the best social
protection information systems in the region— managed to reach a relatively high number of direct beneficiaries with
information it already had about them. This was also the case in Brazil, Colombia, and Peru, that used social registries
with good coverage for targeting or for vertically expanding the existing CTPs. Bolivia, with a social registry with an
average coverage, reached the highest proportion of its population with three new programs. Moreover, its single
beneficiary registry allowed it to use the information of people who already received a benefit to respond with the
Bono Canasta Familiar program.

Countries with below-average social registry coverage, but with above-average proportion of direct beneficiaries
divided by the population are in the upper-left quadrant. Among them, two stand out —Argentina and Paraguay-,
which have the three components of social protection information systems: a social registry, a single beneficiary
registry and interoperability with other sources of information. These countries responded with both new programs
and vertical expansions. In contrast, despite not having robust social protection information systems, Suriname
responded with vertical expansion of existing programs, and Saint Kitts and Nevis with a relatively ambitious new
program.’

13 Saint Kitts and Nevis is the country with the smallest population among those studied in this article.
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In the lower left quadrant are the countries that had social registries with low coverage and a low proportion of
direct beneficiaries. Most of these countries (mostly also in the Caribbean) do not have developed social protection
information systems. However, some of them, such as Jamaica and Guatemala, reached a proportion of direct
beneficiaries similar to El Salvador, a country with the three components of social protection information systems.
In this quadrant, Mexico stands out because, despite having a single beneficiary registry and a social registry,' it
was one of the few LAC countries that did not expand or create a new CTP, limiting its response to bringing forward
payments for five existing programs.

Finally, the lower-right quadrant shows countries with above-average social registry coverage, but relatively fewer
direct beneficiaries. There are two groups in this quadrant. The first, Honduras and Ecuador, had a limited response
(without cash transfers in Honduras), despite having certain elements of their social protection information systems
that would have facilitated this type of programs. The second group -Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic and
Uruguay- has below-average direct beneficiaries with very good social protection information systems, although
they are also countries with general good indicators of social protection, which may explain why they did not rely
heavily on CTPs.

Yet it is necessary to analyze these interventions in context; not only as part of each country’s budget, but also in
how timely and sufficient the individual transfers were to compensate for the income losses caused by the pandemic
(for a study that addresses this point for ten Latin American countries, see Blofield et al., 2020). Furthermore, it will be
necessary to assess their effects on poverty, inequality, or social mobility. Although it is soon to determine such effects,
it is expected that these variations will partly explain differences in their capacity to offset the drop of households’
income (Lustig et al., 2020).

Social protection information systems have facilitated rapid responses through monetary transfers, but there are
other variables that limited how governments implemented extraordinary measures in the pandemic: fiscal capacity,
digital divide or banking penetration and, in general, legal and administrative constraints for the expeditious
execution of innovative measures. However, it is clear that any ambitious CTP in response to any emergency becomes
more feasible when governments have integrated, up-to-date, and good quality social information systems.

Conclusions

Facing the unforeseen, massive, and diverse social and economic effects of the shock generated by COVID-19,
governments around the world have built, adapted and scaled-up their policy interventions. Governments in LAC
have used social protection instruments to cushion the social and economic effects of the pandemic: they have used
CTPs as a vehicle to reach the vulnerable population, and for this they have used their social protection information
systems to identify or enroll people who should be benefited. The quality and usefulness of these instruments varies
between countries, as not all have complete and updated social information systems, nor were they able to deploy
them to deal with the pandemic. As Blofield et al. (2020) explain, once governments decided to act, some of them
faced delays due to not having updated information or agile enrollment mechanisms.

Most countries showed innovation capacity to respond to the pandemic. Forms of innovation varied across LAC,
but emergency bonuses were the most frequent measure: 21 countries responded with 37 new CTPs. However, the
number of responses is not equivalent to the programs’ sufficiency: it is also important to know coverage rates and
size of the payments to estimate whether they were adequate. In this regard, more than half of the programs for

14 For this article, we consider the new social registry of the Government of Mexico (Censo del Bienestar) and the single beneficiary registry that reports in its
official portal (Gobierno de México, n.d.-a, n.d.-b, n.d.-c).
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which information is available did not directly benefit more than 10% of the population and did so with lower total
additional benefits than a minimum wage (or less than 60% of the monthly GDP per capita for countries with non-
comparable minimum wages).

The pandemic has highlighted the importance of having information systems in place for implementing programs
in a swift way: almost all vertical expansions, horizontal expansions and adaptations were supported by pre-existing
information to identify, enroll or deliver social benefits to the population. The major finding, however, is that also the
new programs used existing information: 25 out of 37 programs used it to identify and enroll people, while 22 of them
used on-going payment methods. This pre-existing information, contained in social protection information systems,
is a very useful tool: social registries in the region have socioeconomic information on 227 million people, which is a
key input for any intervention.

Social information systems and, in general, CTPs are relevant even beyond the pandemic. LAC countries have three
tasks in this regard in the coming years. The first task is to consolidate good social protection information systems:
with broader coverage, updating mechanisms, and more complete and interoperable information. In a context of
social protection models based on a mix of contributory and non-contributory schemes, integrating information is
the only way to track people, thus being able to protect them when they lose their jobs or migrate from a formal into
an informal one, and vice versa.

Furthermore, these systems must have more complete information about the population -including georeferenced
data-, as this gives greater flexibility for program design and implementation. In some countries (such as Brazil or
Chile) the already available information showed the enormous potential of information systems to enable decision-
making, to identify populations, and to deliver payments. In others, as in many Caribbean countries, the pandemic
forced decisions to be made with new information, which may become the starting point for the development of
solid information systems in the coming years. In sum, the availability and quality of information systems will broaden
governments’ capacities —both for the day-to-day operation of programs, and for innovations generated by new social
protection policies or by unforeseen problems that require swift responses—.

The second task is to promote that this information is effectively used to design, implement, and evaluate public
policies. As more government programs and agencies value social information systems, their updating will be a
shared task and more actors will collaborate and monitor their proper functioning. This is not up to a single ministry,
agency or level of government; it is a shared responsibility for all those involved in the provision of social protection
to achieve the interoperability of existing information to facilitate decision-making. Of course, it is not just a matter of
making information available, but of taking advantage of it in policymaking.

The use of these systems may be fostered by making compulsory their use for programs to select beneficiaries,
as it may be a starting point for coordination processes for integral responses. These systems could also reduce
administrative burdens for both bureaucracy and citizens by integrating information and preventing two agencies
from requiring similar information from citizens. Ideally, these systems would also allow agencies to coordinate with
each other to track beneficiaries through their life cycle, to complement efforts, or to use single payment methods.

The third task refers to rethinking the role of CTPs as part of social protection systems. These programs have been
crucial in cushioning the economic effects of the pandemic on the most vulnerable population. However, these
programs should be more than instruments to deliver money to a certain population; the effectiveness of CTPs
depends on their specific design attributes: therefore, specific decisions about the size of the benefits, periodicity
of the transfers or payment methods, among others, will have differentiated effects on people (Bastagli et al., 2016).
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It also implies placing cash transfers —conditional or not- as only one of the many possible social protection
interventions to face risks on health and income. Indeed, CTPs should be understood as temporary responses to the
crises derived from the pandemic, and not as substitutes for comprehensive social protection systems. Developing
these systems remains a challenge in LAC countries. It will not be possible to build solid social protection systems
in the region if they are based only on CTPs. The next unavoidable discussion will be the financing of these systems,
since the ambitious CTPs promoted in some LAC countries are not financially viable for longer periods, unless there
are significant fiscal reforms.

The LAC region has been severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. This phenomenon has shown the diversity of
progress among these countries in reducing poverty, inequalities, vulnerability, as well as the different administrative
capacities to respond to new adversities. Although some of the responses and tools used by governments in the
face of the pandemic make it possible to find elements that work —such as social registries and payment methods-
and others that need to be improved -such as quality of information and scope of the responses-, the pandemic
should also serve to reinvigorate the discussion on developing comprehensive social protection systems that have
the capacity to benefit all people according to their specific conditions —regardless of their employment- and to react
to changes in their life cycle and their employment status.
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