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SUMMARY OF OUR POSITION 
Act Church of Sweden undertakes, in collaboration with both faith-based and secular actors at national, regional and global level,  
to work for all people’s access to social security, as both a human right to help ensure a dignified life and as a means to promote 
sustainable development.

1.	 Act Church of Sweden emphasises all countries’ responsibility to provide social security as a human right and at the same time 
calls on the international community to strengthen support for countries’ efforts to introduce national social protection.   

2.	 Act Church of Sweden emphasises that social protection systems can contribute to increased gender equality, provided that 
the systems are designed in a gender sensitive manner. 

3.	 Act Church of Sweden advocates for rights-based and inclusive social protection systems that are aimed at the entire or large 
parts of the population. 

4.	 Act Church of Sweden emphasises that well-designed social protection systems reduce people’s vulnerability and increase their 
ability to handle various forms of shocks and crises. 

5.	 Act Church of Sweden’s position is that civil society organisations, including faith-based actors, play an important role in helping 
to realise everyone’s right to social security.

1. INTRODUCTION  
Social security1  is a human right and a precondition 
for increasing equality (including gender equality) and 
empowerment. It is also a crucial means of combating 
poverty and ensuring people can maintain a decent 
standard of living.

A social protection system supports people during 
the phases and circumstances of their life when they 
face particular risks or may be particularly vulnerable.  
The systems consist of (1) different types of contri-
butory social insurance or non-contributory trans-
fers, such as child allowances, parental benefits, 
unemployment insurance, and pensions, and (2) 
social services that work in conjunction with trans-
fers, such as child and elderly care, and health care 
including sexual and reproductive health and rights 
(SRHR) services.2 Depending on the definition of 
social protection, education and labour protection 
can also be included. 

The expansion of social protection in large parts 
of the world have contributed to poverty reduction in 
recent decades, and social protection is today a cen-
tral issue in the international efforts for development 
and human rights.

Many low- and middle-income countries are buil-
ding and expanding their social protection systems to 
cover a larger part of their population. Despite this, 
the systems in most low- and middle-income countries 
are still inadequate. More than half of the world’s po-

pulation, most of whom are girls and women, have no 
access at all to social protection systems. Only 29 per 
cent, mainly in high-income countries, are covered 
by comprehensive social protection systems.3 

ACT CHURCH OF SWEDEN AND SOCIAL PROTECTION

Act Church of Sweden works for all people’s right to 
social security, based on the church’s prophetic mission 
to point out injustices and be a voice for people living 
in vulnerable situations, as well as from the special role 
that the churches have long played in providing health  
services and social care. The commitment to social  
protection is thus in line with the diaconal mission  
– service and care for fellow human beings.4  

This position paper aims to clarify Act Church of 
Sweden’s understanding of what the right to social security 
means and what role social protection plays in the work 
for sustainable development and a dignified life for all 
people. The position expresses commitments and strategic 
positions, in relation to the work on social protection as 
an actor on its own, in networks as well as together with 
various partner churches and organisations.

The document replaces an earlier position paper on 
social protection (2012). It is based on our own publica-
tions (see section 3 for references) and is in line with the 
Church of Sweden’s document: ”The role and task of the 
Church of Sweden in the Swedish welfare  system  
– a platform” (2013).
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2. SOCIAL PROTECTION 
A HUMAN RIGHT, A COMMON GOAL AS WELL  
AS AN EFFECTIVE MEANS                                                                           

The right to social security is enshrined in the UN’s 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in the 
Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.5  

The International Labour Organization’s (ILO) 
Recommendation 202 on National Floors of Social 
Protection covers a minimum level of necessary health 
care, including maternity care, and basic income 
security for children and the elderly, as well as people 
of working age, who are unable to support themselves 
for various reasons.6 The recommendation is a global 
directive that forms the basis for the monitoring of the 
targets and goals related to social protection in Agenda 
2030: Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 1. No  
Poverty, 3. Good Health and Well-being, 5. Gender Equality, 
8. Decent Work and Economic Growth and 10. Reduced 
Inequality.7 

The expansion of social protection systems is thus 
clearly justified from a human rights perspective. At 
the same time, social protection is an effective way of 
realising other human rights, such as the right to food 
and the right to health, including SRHR. Social protec-
tion can also be justified on purely economic grounds 
– thriving and healthy citizens can play a more active 
role in  contributing to a country’s economic develop-
ment. According to the UN, social protection contri-
butes to the implementation of 14 of the 17 SDGs.8

A large number of scientific evaluations show that so-
cial transfers such as pensions, child benefits and other 
types of social transfers generally give good results – 
they can reduce food insecurity and malnutrition, espe-
cially among children; they help ensure more children 
go to school; and can lead to improved health outcomes. 
Social transfers have also been linked to delayed sexual 
debut9 for girls and young women, and a reduction in 
the spread of HIV.10  

Experience also shows that access to social protection 
schemes do not make people passive, but gives vulne-
rable people greater opportunities to reduce negative 
coping mechanisms, to take risks and to improve their 
own livelihoods.11 Social protection systems thus beco-
me a societal investment that help create better condi-
tions in which people can contribute to and benefit from 
economic and technological development.  

There is also much to suggest that social protection 
systems are an important tool for creating social trust 

and building democratic social institutions, including 
tax systems, provided that the systems are not perceived 
as arbitrary.12  

Social protection systems are also an important part 
of a country’s adaptation to climate change, as they 
reduce the vulnerability of poor and unprotected people 
to extreme weather events and other climate-related 
risks.13 

The design of social protection systems plays a major 
role in how effective they are in combating poverty and 
inequality as well as promoting gender equality. 

DESIGN ISSUE:  
GENDER EQUALITY AND GENDER JUSTICE                                                 

Social protection systems have a particularly large 
impact – potentially both positive and negative – on 
gender equality. Women are generally more vulnerable 
to poverty than men during the various phases of life. 
They more often are informally employed and are, to a 
greater extent than men, absent from school and work 
due to unpaid housework and care work. The domestic 
and care work sectors are also dominated by women 
and are characterised by informal employment, low 
wages and lack of access to social protection systems. 
The lack of access to publicly funded child and elderly 
care is therefore one of the biggest social challenges 
for women to be able to educate themselves and enter 
working life. Women’s access to social protection 
can also be hampered by discriminatory family law 
legislation, law legislation, regulating, for example 
ownership rights, inheritance rights and civil status.

If social protection systems, and relevant legislation, 
are designed in a gender sensitive way, they can help to 
change and even out unequal relations between women 
and men. Universal old-age pensions can, for example, 
increase older women’s empowerment in a decisive 
way. If, however, existing norms and values regarding 
gender equality are not taken into account in the design 
of the system, they risk instead increasing the worklo-
ad of women or reinforcing unequal gender roles, for 
example, the notion that women have primary parental 
responsibility.14

DESIGN ISSUE:  
TARGETED AND UNIVERSAL SYSTEMS                                                                              

Social protection systems can be targeted or univer-
sal.15 The latter means that they include all people in a 
certain population category, for example, all children 
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or all people over a certain age. Targeted transfers aim 
to identify a narrower set of beneficiaries and are often 
based on means-testing. These can  either be conditional 
on fulfilling certain requirements or unconditional.16 

Systems that are strictly poverty targeted turn out, 
paradoxically, to exclude a large proportion of the 
very poorest.17 In countries with widespread poverty, 
it is in practice impossible to correctly determine 
who belongs to the very lowest income category. This 
is partly due to the misconception that poverty is a 
static concept, whereas in reality people’s incomes 
and assets can vary greatly during the course of life. 
In countries with large informal sectors, there is also 
no targeting method that is sophisticated enough 
to flawlessly estimate people’s assets. Categorical 
transfers, which go to entire population categories, 
such as the elderly18, children19 or people with disa-
bilities,20 on the other hand, exclude very few in the 
intended target groups and are thus more effective in 
combating poverty and inequality. At the same time, 
universal categorical benefits must be supplemented 
with targeted programmes to support groups with 
special needs. While more and more international 
development actors support the goal of universal 
access to social protection, the majority of interna-
tional assistance in this area is still given to targeted 
programmes.21 

If narrowly targeted and means-tested social 
assistance constitutes one end of the scale of different 
ways of delimiting the target group, then universal 
basic income constitutes the other.22 There are very 
few examples of universal basic income being put 
into practice, but in many countries the proposal is 
advocated by a growing group of actors with very 
different political starting points. This has been 
brought to the forefront during the COVID-19 cri-
sis.23 There are reasons to introduce universal basic 
income in special situations, for example, as a step 
towards comprehensive life-cycle based social pro-
tection systems, as a way to quickly close extensive 
gaps in safety nets or as a way to distribute national 
income from natural resource extraction.24 

DESIGN ISSUE: HUMAN RIGHTS PRINCIPLES                                                                          

Core principles from the international human rights 
framework must always be followed when designing 
social protection programmes.25 For example, they 
must not further stigmatise vulnerable and poor 
people, or be implemented in such a way that they risk 
impairing people’s ability to support themselves. Soci-
al protection programmes must also never be desig-

ned in a discriminatory manner. The systems should 
also be enshrined in legislation. An important rule 
of thumb is that the programmes should be designed 
simply enough in such a way that people themselves 
can determine whether or not they are eligible for 
support (and know how to access it). 

SOCIAL PROTECTION SYSTEMS IN CRISES  
AND HUMANITARIAN SITUATIONS                                                      

In parallel with the fact that support for social protec-
tion systems have received more attention in internatio-
nal development cooperation, cash transfers, instead of 
food and other support in kind, has increased sharply in 
humanitarian aid.26 Cash transfers are often faster, more 
efficient and less exposed to corruption than traditional 
aid. At the same time, cash transfers empower recipients 
with the autonomy to prioritise their own needs, thus 
increasing people’s sense of self-worth, dignity and 
control over their lives.

Several social protection programmes that are sup-
ported by development cooperation  have been develo-
ped from recurring need for humanitarian aid.27 At the 
same time, social protection plays an important role in 
crises and disasters by reducing human vulnerability 
and thereby preventing humanitarian crises and the 
need for humanitarian support. The COVID-19 crisis in 
2020 made this very clear – access to public health care, 
health insurance and unemployment benefits greatly 
affects how severely people are affected in different 
countries.

The possibility of linking social protection sys-
tems and cash transfers in humanitarian situations is 
receiving increasing attention as a way of dealing with 
the relationship between humanitarian and long-term 
development cooperation.28 So-called adaptive or 
shock-responsive social protection is seen as a way to 
strengthen people’s resilience and to scale up protection 
systems during large scale shocks and in crisis situa-
tions.29 Potentially, there are a number of benefits to 
linking humanitarian support and social protection, 
but also significant obstacles. While impartiality and 
independence are crucial in humanitarian aid, national 
ownership and close cooperation with the state are 
absolutely crucial in long-term development coopera-
tion.30 The differences in the starting points and time 
perspectives of the different sectors also influence the 
identification of target groups. Humanitarian aid is tem-
porary and the needs assessment is a crucial principle 
in the work. Long-term development cooperation is 
instead aiming at sustainable fulfilment of all people’s 
right to, among other things, food, health and education.
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FINANCING AND RESPONSIBILITY 

Social transfers that cover large sections of the popu-
lation can appear costly, but are far from impossible to 
provide. For example, Mozambique, the Philippines 
and El Salvador have about the same GDP per capita as 
Sweden had a hundred years ago, when a universal wel-
fare system began to be developed here. Universal child 
benefits for children aged 0–5 in lower middle- and 
low-income countries are estimated to cost an avera-
ge of 1.4 per cent of the countries’ GDP, and universal 
pensions for everyone over the age of 65 are estimated 
at an average of 1.6 per cent of GDP.31 By comparison, 
countries in Africa, Asia and the Americas spend an av-
erage of 1.4 – 1.7 per cent of GDP on military spending.32 

An important basic principle is that social protec-
tion systems should be financed through public in-
vestment and domestic tax systems and implemented 
by the government. In countries with weak domestic 
resource mobilisation, it is therefore necessary to 
develop the systems gradually and at the same time 
build a functioning tax system so that sustainable 
financing becomes possible. As a rule, there is also 
some room for re-prioritising existing public expen-
diture items. In many countries, for example, there 
are subsides for fuels and food that benefit poor pe-
ople to a much lower extent than would direct social 
transfers.33 Some countries have also reduced their 
military spending in favour of investing in social 
protection.34 

The development of social protection in low- and 
middle-income countries has been driven mainly by 
national political processes and to a much lesser  
extent by international development cooperation. 
Since the beginning of the millennium, however, 
interest in social protection has increased within 
a number of international organisations. Agenda 
2030 and the SDGs manifest a consensus that social 
protection is a global issue. International develop-
ment cooperation can play an important role by 
building capacity and strengthening the competence 
of national authorities, as well as financing the initial 
construction of the institutional infrastructure.

Stakeholders within both the UN and the internatio-
nal civil society have long advocated the establishment 
of a Global Fund to support countries’ introduction 
of social protection floors in accordance with ILO 
Recommendation 202. Among other things, the fund 
is proposed to provide technical and financial support 
for establishing systems for social protection and the 
financing of them. According to an international call 
in 2020 from a large number of civil society organisa-
tions, such a fund should also provide an opportunity 
for both official and private donors to provide finan-
cial support for the establishment of social protection 
floors, especially in low-income countries with insuffi-
cient financial resources.35 

THE ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY

It is the duty of the governments to guarantee the right 
to social security. Churches and other faith-based 
actors also have a long history of offering compre-
hensive social services and support to people living 
in poverty and vulnerability, and do so even today, 
not least where the government does not live up to its 
commitments.

More broadly, civil society can, depending on the 
local, national or international context in which it 
operates, contribute in various ways:36 

•	 Advocate and mobilise public opinion for the 
development of social protection.

•	 Strengthen people’s capacity to claim their right 
to social security, for example, by informing about 
which social benefits and services they are entitled 
to, or helping them to obtain identity documents.

•	 Monitor the implementation of social protection, 
draw the public’s attention to mistakes, rights 
violations and corruption.

•	 Supplement the governmental protection  
programmes when they are non-existent or poorly 
developed. However, this should be combined 
with advocacy and holding the government 
accountable. When civil society performs social 
services, it never replaces the state’s responsibility 
for providing social protection.
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3. ACT CHURCH OF SWEDEN’S ROLE  
Act Church of Sweden, as a faith-based development 
actor, has extensive experience of collaborating with 
organisations that offer social services, advocate for 
social protection and strengthen people’s opportuni-
ties to claim their right to social security, for example, 
by helping them access identity documents. Through 
the diaconia, conducted by the congregations of the 
Church of Sweden, Act Church of Sweden has a direct 
relationship with Swedish welfare at the grassroots 
level – today as well as historically.37 

As a Swedish development actor, the Church of 
Sweden has a role in conveying the experiences of 
Sweden’s and the Nordic countries’ largely universal 

social protection systems. These are in good agre-
ement with rights-based perspectives, but constitute 
exceptions in international contexts that are domina-
ted by means-tested and targeted systems with roots in 
charity rather than human rights perspectives.

Since 2010, Act Church of Sweden has developed an 
active work around social protection through, among 
other things, publications38 and conferences, advocacy 
in relation to decision-makers, ecumenical dialogue, 
initiatives in the Lutheran World Federation and the 
ACT Alliance, capacity building for partner organi-
sations, and collaboration with civil society organisa-
tions in Sweden and internationally.

4. ACT CHURCH OF SWEDEN’S POSITION 
OVERALL POSITION:  

Act Church of Sweden undertakes, in collaboration with 
both faith-based and secular actors at national, regional 
and global level, to work for all people’s access to social  
security as both a human right to help ensure a dignified 
life and as a means to promote sustainable development.

Social security is a human right. It is also a key tool in 
reducing poverty and contributing to the commitment 
not to leave anyone behind, as well as several of the 
Sustainable Development Goals in Agenda 2030. Hu-
man rights-based and well-designed social protection 
systems promote social cohesion, gender justice and 
gender equality, economic development and equalities, 
climate adaptation as well as preparedness for pande-
mics and other crises.39

STRATEGIC POSITIONS: 

1.	 Act Church of Sweden emphasises all countri-
es’ responsibility to provide social security as 
a human right and at the same time calls on 
the international community to strengthen 
support for countries’ efforts to introduce 
national social protection floors. The starting 
point is that the social protection systems shall be 
financed nationally, through income from trans-
parent and fair tax systems and from contributary 
social insurance. Social protection systems must be 
designed on the basis of each country’s unique poli-

tical and economic conditions, without compromi-
sing the right of all people to social security. At the 
same time, international development cooperation 
can play an important role, above all by supporting 
exchanges of experience and contributing to the 
initial development of social protection systems in 
low-income countries. Act Church of Sweden ad-
vocates for the proposal to establish a Global Fund 
for Social Protection and thereby accelerate the 
introduction of social protection floors in countries 
that currently lack sufficient finance. 

2.	 Act Church of Sweden emphasises that social 
protection systems can contribute to increased 
gender equality, provided that the systems are 
designed in a gender sensitive manner.   
Women are particularly affected by access to 
social protection, as they live in poverty and can 
suffer deprivations to a greater extent than men, 
more often support themselves in the informal 
sector or in the care sector, and more often have 
the main responsibility for unpaid care work in 
the home. Social protection systems can therefore 
make a major contribution to the efforts to increa-
se gender equality and gender justice. However, if 
the systems are not designed in a gender sensitive 
manner, they risk instead to increase women’s 
workload or lock women into traditional and 
unequal gender roles.  
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3.	 Act Church of Sweden advocates for rights- 
based and inclusive social protection systems 
that are aimed at the entire or large parts of the 
population. Broad and universal systems reach 
people living in poverty in a more efficient way 
than narrow poverty targeted social assistance. 
Furthermore, they contribute to increased social 
cohesion, reduce the risk of stigma, arbitrariness 
and corruption, and are associated with simpler 
administration. They also tend to be popular 
among the public and are thus more likely to be 
sustainably financed at an adequate level through 
national taxation. If lack of resources makes 
universal systems impossible, targeted program-
mes should be planned for gradual expansion. 
Universal basic income can play a role in special 
situations but never replace the state’s responsibi-
lity for social services, such as providing general 
health care and education.40  

4.	 Act Church of Sweden emphasises that 
well-designed social protection systems re-
duce people’s vulnerability and increase their 
ability to handle various forms of shocks  
and crises.   
To build resilience and alleviate crises, including 
humanitarian disasters, social protection systems 
need to be broad and inclusive. Furthermore, they 
need to be designed so that they can be quickly 
scaled up in the event of large shocks.41   

5.	 Act Church of Sweden’s position is that civil 
society organisations, including faith-based 
actors, play an important role in helping to 
realise everyone’s right to social security.   
Civil society organisations, including faith-based 
actors, promote the right to social security by, among 
other things, conducting advocacy work, informing 
about human rights, and monitoring and holding 
governments accountable for public social protection 
systems. It is important to pay attention to conflicts 
of goals and loyalty that may arise between the 
different roles that civil society can play, for example, 
between the roles as advocate and provider of social 
services. Faith-based actors are often providers of 
social services, and in some cases also legislators 
in family law matters that have a direct impact on 
social protection. As moral and sometimes legal 
duty bearers, faith-based actors thus need to be held 
accountable in the same way as other responsible 
decision-makers.
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5. VALIDITY
This position paper is valid until further notice, in accordance with a decision by the Church Board’s International 
Council 2020-09-16 (§31). 
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