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The morphing of social protection mechanisms in support of 
Ukrainians affected by war – notes and ideas 

Sarah Blin, 04/04/2022  

This piece seeks to contribute to ongoing thinking about the scope for cash transfers and social 

protection programs in Ukraine and Europe to support Ukrainians affected by war. With the necessary 

humility of someone writing in the comfort of a home far from the front, this piece tries to support with 

ideas and suggestions for those on the ground – who will always know better and more - but may not 

have the time to research and connect some dots.  

A first question, is how well, at the onset of a full-on war, do central and local level administrations and 

civil society organisations operate and are able to flex to respond to the crisis.  That is a typical ‘nexus’ 

and localisation question, as well as a ‘do no harm’ point; it shouldn’t be brushed aside. Secondly, can 

host countries’ social protection systems incorporate Ukrainians into their existing registries and 

programs considering the numbers hosted, and pre-existing (or not) modalities for the management of 

refugees?  Previous refugee/migrant crises didn’t fully succeed in doing so at scale and at speed. Political 

will aside, can the experience of COVID, that demonstrated the flexibility and adaptability of social 

protection programs across Europe, be repeated and scaled up? Thirdly, what adaptation should be 

made in and out of Ukraine to respond to the specific needs of those affected by war? The lines 

between being vulnerable before the war and becoming vulnerable because of the war can soon 

become blurred. Fourth, what do we know from before the war, in terms of the social and financial 

sectors, that can guide response choices? The answers are not straightforward – suggestions below can 

help, going forward.  

What we know on cash responses and expansion of social protection programs in Ukraine 

Recent contributions attempt to characterise the way the social protection systems in Ukraine and in 

Europe are gearing up to the crisis.1,2,3 ,4 Continuity of services in Ukraine, and attempts by the 

humanitarian community to proactively engage with State institutions, not just for approvals or 

assessments but to respond jointly, are to be celebrated.  

WFP, UNICEF, their back donors and implementers, were supporting state-run social protection 

programs before the war - either from a policy perspective, a technical perspective or financially.5, 
6,7Specific social assistance was also set up for internally displaced people from the 2014 crisis. WFP, 

UNICEF and I/NGOs previously active in the Russia-controlled territories in the east and who joined 

together in the Cash Working Group have extended their work to newly affected areas. UNICEF is 

actively working with the Ministry of Social Policy. The social protection programs run by the Ukrainian 

 
1 Ugo Gentilini, Mohamed Almenfi, Hrishikesh TMM Iyengar, Yuko Okamura, Emilio Raul Urteaga, Giorgia Valleriani, Jimmy Vulembera 
Muhindo, and Sheraz Aziz, ‘Tracking Social Protection Responses in Ukraine and Neighboring Countries Living paper v.1’ March 10, 2022 
2 Bozena Sojka, Paul Harvey and Rachel Slater ‘How can humanitarian responses support social protection in Ukraine?’ 15 March 2022, IDS 
3 Cash working group Fact Sheet 25/03/22 Acted, OCHA 
4 https://www.linkedin.com/posts/activity-6917365948958056448-H7vO?utm_source=linkedin_share&utm_medium=member_desktop_web 
5 Study on social protection and safety nets in Ukraine, 2017, WFP  
6 Universal Child Benefit Case Studies: The Experience of Ukraine, July 2019, UNICEF  
7 United Nations Policy Options: Social Protection, United Nations in Ukraine, undated (2020?) 
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Ministry of Social Policy continue to operate. They include a contributory pension scheme, and non-

contributory social assistance in the form of baby packages, allowances for people living with severe 

disability, children in residential care, older persons and unemployed single 40 + women.  The Ukrainian 

Ministry of Social Protection has introduced the following measures to respond to the crisis:  

1. Transfers are continuing without the need for recertification  

2. On-demand monthly allowance for those who lost income due to the war 

3. They are portable from one donbast (district) to another8 

The Cash Working Group is also actively working on expansion of humanitarian multi-purpose cash 

programs (the value now covers 100% of the income gap rather than the previous 70% and new 

recipients have been added outside of eastern Ukraine)9, so far mostly outside of the Ministry of  Social 

Policy’s existing programs. 

The social protection programs in place in Ukraine are, according to UNICEF and WFP’s pre-war analyses, 

weakened by too many categorical schemes without the matching capacity for targeting and follow up, 

many exclusion errors, and a weak definition of the objectives of each scheme, within a poverty 

reduction agenda. They were also poorly funded and not gender responsive in a country where the 

burden of the 6.3 million living in poverty is on women and the elderly. Ukraine also faces the specific 

characteristics of a heavily urbanised population largely involved in informal undeclared work, limiting 

registration and contribution. These issues will not get fixed in the crisis - it’s best to be aware of them 

and work with them, rather than side-line existing programs.  

As mentioned above, UNICEF is already supporting expansion.10 It has initiated as of end of March a new 

typology of cash transfers via the Ministry of Social Policy for 50 000 conflict affected households. This 

should serve as an excellent test drive - based on UNICEF’s first phase, a scale up within the Ministry’s 

remit by all cash actors is recommendable. This will free aid workers from administrating the program 

and help focus on identification, understanding of the market, monitoring and social work (see below) 

and will also help the local administrative units understand humanitarian approaches, which could be 

important for the future. 

Planning and flexing 

Border countries have set up either exclusively through UNHCR or through their own social protection 

systems or in a mixed version, a social protection and cash response for the Ukrainians they are hosting. 

These are detailed here11 for countries sharing a border with Ukraine and in the Gentilini et al. tracking 

 
8 Gentilini, U. ibid  
9 CWG, ibid  
10 From the UNICEF sitrep, 31/03/22 UNICEF “Through its long-standing presence in Ukraine, UNICEF has established partnerships in key 
hromadas (municipalities) and will continue to expand and leverage these in all oblasts (regions) across the country to deliver the humanitarian 
response. UNICEF is also leveraging important private sector partnerships throughout Ukraine. On 30 March, UNICEF’s remote registration 
platform for the humanitarian cash transfer has been launched jointly with the Ministry of Social Policy and registration has started. In the 
initial round of support, the humanitarian cash transfer programme will reach 50,000 households, including children with disabilities, for three 
months of humanitarian cash transfer support. UNICEF is working closely with the Ministry of Social Policy to access the data on internally 
displaced households with children. Consultations with a SMS aggregator company are ongoing to support communication with selected 
beneficiaries regarding eligibility and payments. Humanitarian cash transfer communication and registration interventions will also be delivered 
by seven existing partners engaged in UNICEF’s sectoral programmes, to connect cash with services and supplies delivered to vulnerable 
households. Since 2017, the MEB has been fully aligned with that of the Government of Ukraine using the Ministry of Social Policy’s data 
on minimum expenditure which is regularly updated to reflect the market dynamic as a benchmark for calculation.”  
11 https://www.linkedin.com/posts/activity-6917365948958056448-H7vO?utm_source=linkedin_share&utm_medium=member_desktop_web  

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/activity-6917365948958056448-H7vO?utm_source=linkedin_share&utm_medium=member_desktop_web
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document for the whole of Europe.12  In this regional overview, it is striking that the EU directive on 

temporary protection is fundamental to the provisions given to asylum seekers and their integration into 

national social protection systems. They hold the assumption that there is absorbing capacity in basic 

services. A more refined review should help in understanding where more support is required in order 

to ensure an equitable solution across Europe and avoid more stress and population movement.  

In the backdrop, sits the COVID crisis. It is well evidenced that a vast contingent of countries were able 

to expand vertically and horizontally existing social assistance programs to help populations cope with 

the effect of lockdowns. For east European countries, it may have been a chance to realize the flexibility 

that can come with social protection programs and it may have helped in responding to a sudden, 

unforeseen influx of refugees. So aid workers may want to focus on the countries who struggled to 

support their population during COVID as an indicator of what to expect for Ukrainians.  

Some countries are responding beyond the regular provisions for asylum seekers. It isn’t simply about 

‘accepting x numbers of refugees’ but responding in the true spirit of refugee and humanitarian law, 

where status determination is less important than the provisions for establishment.  One-stop shops 

have been set up specifically for Ukrainians. The private sector has initiated employment schemes so 

that companies and Ukrainians can connect. Some Ukrainians are already busy learning the language of 

their host countries. How permanent or transient the residency will be, especially for the most 

vulnerable Ukrainians, is an important consideration for States in and out of Ukraine for planning and 

resourcing purposes.  

Leave no one behind  

Despite the many structural issues noted above, in a strike of salvatory anticipation, a single social 

assistance registry was set up in the fall of last year by the Ukraine Ministry of Social Policy. This means 

that all recipients pre-war are in one information management system and can be accessed by all actors 

of social assistance along the state apparatus. This is a gold mine for a social protection response to a 

crisis, where, experience tells us, we should be less worried about inclusion errors, and rather focus on 

finding those who need to be newly enrolled. The Ministry of Social Policy has an on-demand approach 

for new recipients. People with less social capital, with chronic illness and living with mobility, sensory or 

cognitive disabilities, the elderly, those living at the margins of administrative identity, those used to 

relying on family support rather than the State, are all at risk of being invisible. Aid workers can play a 

key role in facilitating their identification and ensuring they are in the system, as it expands to meet 

the needs of those affected by the war. 

Digitalisation and mobile money 

The advantages of expanding digital transfers with functional markets and an existing fintech landscape 

are a no-brainer. But is this feasible in the context of an economy still heavily reliant on physical cash 

and disrupted by war? If the payment of social assistance were to be entirely dematerialised, how much 

outreach and communication would be needed for the most vulnerable (used to collecting money at the 

local post office) to adopt the system? And how to build buy-in from local informal economic actors in a 

time of war?   

 
12 Gntilini et al., ibid  
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Mobile phone money service technology isn’t widespread in Ukraine but does exist.13 Experiences with 

mobile money in emergencies (especially where there is a dominant provider) are very positive and have 

helped cash-reliant communities rapidly move to fintech, with many more positive trickle down 

impacts.14 A better understanding of mobile phone penetration and tech savviness will be needed to 

design such a program.15 

Crossing borders and continuity of payments 

As described above, continuity of social assistance payments within the Ukrainian territory is provided 

for by the Ministry of Social Policy.16 Continuity is important when there is so little visibility about how 

long the crisis will last, how status determination files will be managed and how well the most 

vulnerable Ukrainians who wish to stay abroad will settle. For those receiving allowances in their bank 

accounts, there is no reason to think that they cannot be accessible in other countries where people 

have moved, as long as they have a bank card (most banks have waived withdrawal fees across Europe). 

The value is relevant to basic income in Ukraine, so not suited as such to local conditions where people 

have moved. But pre-existing vulnerability is not replaced by the one created by displacement; it is 

compounded to it - so any additional cash will help.  

The diaspora as a pulling force  

Ukraine has a pre-existing economic diaspora – this was striking in the destinations chosen by Ukrainian 

families in the first month of the war.17, 18 Indeed, 23% of Ukrainians above 15 benefit from 

remittances.19  Ukrainians fleeing the war will soon be looking for work in remittance-emitting countries, 

where there are only a few existing social security portability agreements: Spain, Poland, Bulgaria, 

Latvia, Lithuania, Armenia and  Portugal.20 In this time of displacement, developing agreements quickly 

will be very important for Ukrainians who do take up work, especially in countries where pension 

schemes are by capitalization and not pay-as-you-go. Portugal recently presented their provisions for 

migrant workers – it is very comprehensive and should serve as an example for others, especially within 

the EC.21  

Diaspora organisations across Europe have been important relays in citizen mobilisation and 

humanitarian response. They will continue to be important linkages going forward - and will most 

certainly be the go-to civil society voice for Ukrainians abroad and even proxies of voices from inside 

Ukraine, where experiences of social assistance can be gathered and provisions improved. 

 
13 Ruslan Kostetsky (UAFIC), Alex Gordeyev (UAFIC), Justyna Pytkowska (MFC), The Fintech market in UKRAINE the current state of the fintech 
sector and its potential to contribute to financial inclusion and health, Feb 2020, UAFIC and MFC 
14 Refer to CaLP for reference documents on the subject. A recent article summarises latest trends : 
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/responding-crisis-digital-payments-social-protection-short-term-measures-long-term-benefits  
15 One source quotes 139% of the population with a mobile connection (https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-ukraine) and another 
66% https://medialandscapes.org/country/ukraine/telecommunications/mobile-ownership  
16 It will be good to gather anecdotal evidence of how that is working, for example at distribution and IDP sites.  
17 https://demac.org/ukraine-response  
18 Dilip Ratha and Eung Ju Kim, Russia-Ukraine Conflict : Implications for Remittance flows to Ukraine and Central Asia Policy Brief 17 , Knomad, 

04/03/2022 
19 Kostestsky et al., ibid  
20 The contents and scope of these agreements were not studied. They can be found here: 
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.listResults?p_lang=en&p_country=UKR&p_count=600&p_classification=23.01&p_classcount=11 
21 Cristina Lobo Ferreira, Deputy General Director, General Directorate for Social Security, Portugal described provisions at the ISSA-
ILO:10/03/2022 international conference https://ww1.issa.int/events/co-organised-2022-03-10  

https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/responding-crisis-digital-payments-social-protection-short-term-measures-long-term-benefits
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-ukraine
https://medialandscapes.org/country/ukraine/telecommunications/mobile-ownership
https://demac.org/ukraine-response
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.listResults?p_lang=en&p_country=UKR&p_count=600&p_classification=23.01&p_classcount=11
https://ww1.issa.int/events/co-organised-2022-03-10
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Borrowing  

We also can’t imagine that cash transfers will cover all the expenses that poor families in these 

situations have to meet - even where aid workers have stepped up. Especially for families with pre-

existing vulnerabilities such as those with chronic illness, disabilities or families with children. Just as an 

example of the kinds of costs that a family will meet, the notes in annex show the registration process 

for humanitarian assistance with UNHCR – costs such as having an ID, a local mobile number, a bus 

ticket to the registration points, etc. can be very significant for families with pre-existing vulnerabilities. 

In a 2017 study, it was reported that 21% of the 15+ population had no savings to deal with an 

emergency.22 Borrowing money seems unavoidable. Can it be done within the regulated sector rather 

than through informal lenders? It would be useful to discuss this with the financial sector in and out of 

Ukraine as a complementary approach to social protection. It will also help understand financial needs 

of families beyond the minimum expenditure basket/basic income approach and adapt support to avoid 

borrowing at all costs.  

The social service workforce  

Little is documented about the role of the social service workforce in the scale up of social assistance. 

Countries like France and Hungary for example have dedicated organisations working with the 

government and the UNHCR to manage refugees; they employ staff who fall under the category of the 

social service workforce. Indeed, the line between an aid worker and a social worker is often thin.  

In Ukraine, the social service workforce, recognized as a profession only in 2004, is deployed through 

social service centres and social clubs.23 As with any nascent service, problems exist: a 2015 review 

shows that it is fragmented, focused on administrative registration and in-patient management and 

ignores continuum of care. There are opportunities too. The study describes the part social workers 

played in the IDP crisis of 2014: they discovered new avenues of support that were not part of their 

traditional role, but where their skills in empowering their client (rather than providing for their client, 

as were doing voluntary organisations) were highly relevant.  

Social workers are mostly women, and we know women compose the bulk of those displaced. We know 

that they are poorly paid and themselves most probably recipients of social assistance. Can we find out 

how/who of them are active on the ground in Ukraine and how they can be supported? What about 

those who took asylum abroad? They know better than anyone who needs social assistance and social 

support and how to help.24 Ukrainian community groups, donbast-based NGOs and national- NGOs that 

provide social support (for example people with disabilities, elderly, social assistance groups, etc.) will 

be the best source of information and should be given leadership for identification and case 

management. The social and aid workers in host countries who interface with affected populations have 

a wealth of information. It may be anecdotal, but it is as valuable, than a lengthy thorough assessment 

to build a solid response. The assistance of social workers will have an amplifier effect on the cash 

amount received through emergency cash transfer or social protection schemes.  

 
22 https://www.findevgateway.org/country/ukraine  
23 WFP, ibid 
24, Dr. Tetyana Semigina,  Dr. Natalia Gusak ‘Social, Health, and Communication Studies Journal Conflict and the Social Body’, Vol. 2(1), 
December 2015, MacEwan University, Canada National University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, Ukraine Ternopil State Medical University 

https://www.findevgateway.org/country/ukraine
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It will be the best response ever   

A recent article highlights that the Ukrainian response is being built from scratch and faces the usual 

overcrowding in logistics, assessments and resourcing.25 The initial disruption triggered by the attack 

and the unavoidable confusion that characterises the initial set up of a humanitarian response will 

settle. And soon will come the multiple partnerships and unmanageable growth of local partners, the 

little flexibility and timeliness as priorities change. Most of the time, the response ends up being 

standardised – although duplication is unfortunately common. The IASC mechanisms are now in place 

with a visible effort to think about the response from a regional perspective.  

There are so many tools and best practices, lessons learnt and new paradigms - they all need to work in 

the midst of terrible suffering, death, displacement and destruction. The Ukraine crisis is already 

unprecedented in the recent history of aid, in terms of the number of refugees and displaced persons, in 

terms of infrastructure destruction, the incredible rapid onset, the urban nature of the crisis, the 

gender/age/disability characteristics of those affected and the absence of a humanitarian culture in host 

countries. But isn’t every crisis unique? Like others, this one deserves the best response ever. Social 

assistance and care are the ultimate offering of the social contract. The aid community is there to help 

honour it.  

 
25 https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2022/03/17/in-ukraine-building-an-emergency-aid-response-almost-from-scratch  

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2022/03/17/in-ukraine-building-an-emergency-aid-response-almost-from-scratch

