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ABSTRACT
Social protection has emerged as a strategy to minimize climate 
change impacts by building the resilience of vulnerable commu-
nities. It is increasingly being used in disaster risk reduction and 
climate change adaptation. This study reviews the role of social 
protection in the scientific literature through bibliometric and the-
matic analysis. Web of Science database was used to retrieve the 
articles using selected keywords. Historical growth, citations, key-
words, and country analyses were used to perform the bibliometric 
review. Thematic analysis was used to identify themes pertaining to 
social protection, disaster risk reduction, and climate change adap-
tation. Publications have increased over the past decade, and 142 
texts from various disciplines were retrieved. The co-occurrence of 
keywords revealed that resilience, adaptation, and vulnerability are 
used in the scientific literature. The shortlisted themes investigated 
the role of social protection and its interventions for supporting 
livelihoods, assisting in food security, and disaster recovery. Social 
protection is emphasized as a tool for vulnerability reduction and 
building resilience. Literature confirms the crosscutting and multi-
disciplinary implications of social protection in the domains of 
climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction.
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1. Introduction

Conference of Parties (COP 26) at Glasgow, the United Kingdom, highlighted the need for 
social protection to reduce financial impacts on vulnerable populations (Rowling 2021; 
United Nations 2021). Today’s global landscape with changing climate and increasing 
disasters sets new challenges and discourses for social protection. These changing sce-
narios are increasing the risks of reversing development progress (Hallegatte et al. 2016; 
Roy et al. 2018; Winsemius et al. 2018), putting pressure on already stretched social 
protection programmes (Devereux et al. 2016; Hallegatte and Rozenberg 2017; Tenzing 
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2020), and influencing the future of the social protection agenda to respond to evolving 
climate risks. Along with its traditional role in socioeconomic development (Carter and 
Janzen 2018; Ulrichs et al. 2019), social protection holds promises as a tool for adaptation 
planning (Davies et al. 2009a; Weldegebriel and Prowse 2013; S. Mesquita and Bursztyn 
2016) that extends beyond resilience to transformation (Pelling et al. 2015) and addresses 
social justice (Devereux et al. 2011; Kidd 2017; Midgley 2020), structural inequalities 
(Cecchini 2014; Plagerson and Ulriksen 2016; Osabohien et al. 2020), and political or 
institutional pathways through which climate vulnerability is produced (Eriksen et al. 
2015; Stavropoulou et al. 2017; Sovacool 2018; Karim and Noy 2020).

Furthermore, for 71% of the world’s population, social protection is not yet a reality 
(International Labour Organization 2017). Most developing countries are vulnerable to 
climate change (de Sherbinin 2014; Tucker et al. 2015), which can be associated with the 
lack of comprehensive social protection systems (Aleksandrova 2020). This provides an 
opportunity for integrating climate risk with the social protection framework. Hence, with 
growing interest from academia, policymakers, and development practitioners, concepts 
like adaptive (Davies et al. 2009bb), climate-responsive (Kuriakose et al. 2013), and shock- 
responsive (O’Brien et al. 2018) have been evolved in recent years to integrate social 
protection (SP) in climate change adaptation (CCA) and disaster risk reduction (DRR). 
However, it remains unclear how to frame and integrate these concepts, which are still 
found widely applied in silos and not scaled up to utilize their full potential (UNISDR 2012; 
Davies et al. 2013; Aleksandrova 2020; Tenzing 2020).

The diverse aspects of social protection in addressing current and emerging climate 
risks remain under-explored (Longhurst et al. 2021). Moreover, no bibliometric and 
thematic review has been conducted which ascertain the extent of social protection in 
the climate change and disaster literature. Thus, this study explores trends, themes, and 
future directions for synergizing social protection for climate change adaptation and 
disaster risk reduction.

2. Social protection in the era of climate change

Social protection agenda has grown steadily into a more complex and multidimensional 
framework. The concept has emerged to tackle the issues of poverty, inequality, and 
vulnerability (Devereux and Solórzano 2016; Aleksandrova 2020). Traditionally, social 
protection has focused on reducing poverty through regular and predictable support to 
those with inadequate or no income (United Nations Development Programme 2016; 
International Labour Organization 2017). But policies and programs relating to social 
protection still remain highly fragmented, with limited coverage of emerging climate 
and disaster risks (World Bank 2018; Bowen et al. 2020). Researchers emphasize exploring 
the nexus of social protection, disaster risk reduction, and climate change adaptation in 
fostering stronger linkages, breaking silos, capitalizing the systems, and bringing syner-
gies in reducing overlapping vulnerabilities. This progression of social protection 
approaches from traditional framework to adjustment of climate risk components and 
integrate into comprehensive climate risk management practices is needed 
(Aleksandrova and Costella 2021).
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A study by Davies et al. (2009a) attempted to link social protection, disasters, and 
climate change and gave the concept of adaptive social protection (ASP). The frame-
work suggests that integrating social protection, disaster risk reduction, and climate 
change adaptation can help synergize the efforts to reduce vulnerabilities. Building on 
this, climate-responsive social protection was proposed to reduce climate impacts on 
livelihood assets through collaborative efforts (Kuriakose et al. 2013). More recently, 
a shock-responsive social protection (SRSP) framework focuses on covariate shocks (that 
impact a large population at the same time). The framework suggests that social 
protection programs can help systems cope with changes following largescale shocks 
(O’Brien et al. 2018). The shock-responsive varies from adaptive social protection, as the 
prior one attempts to reduce short-term vulnerability, while the latter focuses on 
transformative capacity by addressing long-term and underlying causes of vulnerability 
(Béné et al. 2018).

Regardless of the adaptive, climate-responsive, or shock-responsive qualifiers, it has 
been emphasized the importance of climate-informed planning, scalable support and 
coverage, appropriate finance mechanism, and strengthening institutional capacity for 
adapting social protection programs and systems to climate change (Tenzing 2020). 
These were also later echoed by other studies (Coirolo et al. 2013; Dulal and Shah 2014; 
S. Mesquita and Bursztyn 2016; Costella et al. 2017; Wilkinson et al. 2018; Schwan and Yu 
2018; Godfrey-Wood and Flower 2018; Béné et al. 2018; Carter and Janzen 2018; Mersha 
and van Laerhoven 2018; Ulrichs et al. 2019).

An evolving international consensus on the role of social protection systems is echoed 
in the core international frameworks like the UN Sustainable Development Goals 2015– 
2030, Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030, and The New Strategic 
Framework 2018–2030 of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 
(UNISDR 2015; United Nations 2015). Moreover, social protection plays a crucial role in 
achieving 11 out of 17 SDGs (SDG numbers 1–8, 10, 11, and 13) in combating extreme 
events and aiding sustainable development (Handayani et al. 2018). COP 26 has also 
highlighted the role of social protection programs for climate-vulnerable populations 
(Rowling 2021; United Nations 2021). This study, therefore, explores the current level of 
research and themes used for social protection in the disaster risk reduction and climate 
change adaptation domains.

This paper is structured by outlining theoretical perspectives and research gaps on 
social protection. (Section 2). The paper then describes the methodology for retrieving 
publications from the Web of Science database (3). Section 3.1 gives details about 
bibliometric and thematic analyses. The results of the analyses are presented in 
Section 4. Based on the analyses, the current study then suggests future research direc-
tions (Section 4.3), followed by conclusions.

3. Methods and data analysis

3.1 Data collection

The Web of Science Core Collection database was used to retrieve articles on social 
protection, disasters, and climate change. Keywords (i.e. social protection, social assis-
tance, safety nets with disasters, and climate change) were chosen for retrieving 
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documents indexed in the database (Table 1). The keywords were searched by title, 
abstract, and keywords used by the author(s). No limit of the year was applied to the 
search criterion. The database was searched on the 23rd of October 2021. All the records 
with cited references were exported into a text file (delimited tabs). The database 
provided metadata on each article. The metadata about a single publication included 
title, full names of author(s) with affiliations, publication year, abstract, journal title, 
keywords, disciplinary categories, and the number of citations (if any). No repetition of 
publications was observed in the dataset.

3.2 Data analytical methods

3.2.1 Bibliometric analysis
Bibliometric analysis is used for statistically analysing published scientific literature. This 
study used a bibliometric-based approach to provide descriptives of social protection 
literature. The study has utilized four different analyses to understand research trends. 
Firstly, a historical analysis was conducted to observe the annual number of publications 
on social protection, disaster risk reduction, and climate change adaptation. Secondly, 
a keyword analysis was performed for the author’s keywords. VOSviewer 1.6.14, an open- 
source software, was used to visualize the co-occurrence of keywords, with some limits to 
generate comprehensible figures. Citation analysis identified important articles based on 
the number of citations. Lastly, country analysis was conducted to identify countries 
publishing on social protection, disaster risk reduction, and climate change adaptation. 
Microsoft Excel 2019, Mendeley Referencing Desktop, and VOSviewer 1.6.14 were used for 
creating tables, lists, and network maps. The Analyse Results option, available on the Web 
of Science webpage, was used to countercheck the results.

3.2.2 Thematic analysis
Thematic analysis is a widely used method for analysing qualitative data. The analysis has 
been used for synthesizing literature review by various studies (Attride-Stirling 2001; 
Braun and Clarke 2006; Schilling 2006; Guest et al. 2012; Nowell et al. 2017; Naeem and 
Rana 2020; Petzold et al. 2020). This analytical method is relatively flexible and is free from 
any epistemological and ontological limits (Terry et al. 2017). This research follows the 
6-step framework provided by Braun and Clarke (2006). The steps follow as 1) familiariza-
tion with data, 2) generating codes, 3) identifying themes, 4) reviewing themes, 5) defin-
ing themes, and 6) explaining themes. The data was sorted and organized in a reference 
manager (Mendeley Desktop). After that, the first step of thematic analysis included the 

Table 1. Keywords used to retrieve documents.

Keyword Search Search Criteria Database*
Research 
Results Date Searched

(“Social protection” OR “social 
assistance” OR “safety nets”) AND 
(“climate change” or “disaster*”)

Title, Abstract, 
and Authors 
keywords

Web of Science Core 
Collection (including SCI- 
EXPANDED, SSCI, A&HCI, 
ESCI)

142 23 October 2021

*SCI-expanded: Science Citation Index – Expanded 
SSCI: Social Sciences Citation Index 
A&HCI: Arts and Humanities Citation Index 
ESCI: Emerging Sources Citation Index
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familiarization with all published papers. This step provides immersion in the dataset, 
familiarization with data, and the generation of provisional ideas (Terry et al. 2017). The 
library was shared between the four authors. The papers were thoroughly read to develop 
an understanding of social protection, climate change adaptation, and disaster risk 
reduction. The authors discussed key ideas and current discourses on these topics in 
online meetings.

In the second and third steps, the articles were initially coded according to various 
generic themes. Using an inductive approach (also called open coding with no predeter-
mined codes), themes were based on specific observations drawn from the empirical 
studies. The objective(s) of each empirical study helped us identify key ideas, debates, and 
dissertations. A coding framing was applied to each word representing different objec-
tives, concepts, ideas, phenomena, processes, patterns, methods, or topics. The recurrent 
words were chosen based on current social protection, DRR, and CCA discourse and 
context only, e.g. adaptive social protection (code 1), food insecurity (code 2), cash 
transfers (code 3), and rural livelihoods (code 4), and so forth. The coding process helps 
limit the amount of raw data to the research objective (Terry et al. 2017). However, this 
step is regarded as the first level of abstraction that serves as a starting point (Schilling 
2006). Microsoft Excel was used to assign the codes to research studies. Every study was 
assigned at least one code. The procedure was repeated three times to revisit articles and 
any missed code/theme.

The fourth step of thematic analysis focused on reviewing all established themes and 
collating overlapping or strongly interrelated themes. For example, the initially coded 
themes of cash transfers (code 3) and cash distribution (code 7) were categorized as 
similar themes. The fifth step helped in merging and defining all the shortlisted themes. 
Here some broader themes were assisted through the formulation of subthemes. As 
described previously, code 3 and code 7 were merged under a new code and renamed 
as social protection interventions. Here themes were continuously revised till all sub-
themes were merged under major themes. The last step was the final refinement and 
defining of themes. The narrative was built on the definition and ideas discussed around 
identified themes shortlisted from the past steps. All the previous subthemes were also 
discussed under each finalized theme.

4. Results and discussion

4.1 Bibliometric analysis

This section provides a comprehensive bibliometric analysis of social protection in the 
context of DRR and CCA, based on publication overview, temporal, keyword, country, and 
citation analyses.

4.1.1 Publication overview
An overview of publications on social protection in the context of DRR and CCA has 
provided interesting insights (see Table 2). One hundred forty-two research publica-
tions from over 100 journals were retrieved using the selected keywords. Collectively, 
citations of published works were over 4000, at an average of 41 citations per paper. 
The authors used a total of 434 distinct keywords in their papers. A large number of 
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authors (397) and institutions (269) were involved in publishing articles on climate 
change, disasters, and social protection. It may be because, unlike resilience and 
adaptation, social protection has not been paid sufficient attention in the field of 
disaster risk and climate change.

4.1.2 Number of publications, disciplines, and sources
Annual growth in the number of research publication records illustrated that research on 
social protection was between 1 to 5 publications per year from 1992 to 2010 (see 
Figure 1). An increase was noticed in the number of publications from 2011, which may 
be attributed to the rise in climate change awareness and adaptation planning. Such 
growth of studies on social protection in climate change discourse may be associated with 
several disasters such as urban flooding, heatwaves, tropical hurricanes, droughts, etc., 
which are now associated with changing climatic conditions.

Table 2. Summary of publications in Web of science.
Fields Summary of publications

Articles* 142
Sources (Journals) 102
Citations 4185
Average citations per article 41.02
Authors 397
Authors per article 2.79
Author’s keywords 434
Institutions 269
Countries 57

Retrieved 23 October 2021

Figure 1. Annual number of publications related to social protection, disasters, and climate change 
(Retrieved 23 October 2021).
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Different disciplines have been identified in disaster-social protection and climate 
change-social protection. According to Web of Science disciplinary categories, a total of 
49 distinct categories have used social protection in climate change and disaster literature 
(see Figure 2(a)). The top three disciplines were environmental sciences, environmental 
studies, and economics, with 31, 29, and 28 publications, respectively. These categories 
were followed by development studies, meteorology atmospheric sciences, and agricul-
tural economics policy. Many disciplinary categories imply a multidisciplinary nature of 
the social protection concept in the disaster and climate change literature.

In terms of journals (publication sources as named by Web of Science), the majority of 
studies, both in disaster and climate change discourses, were published in development 
and environment-related journals (see Figure 2(b)). The IDS Bulletin Institute of 
Development Studies and World Development were the most prolific journals, with 
seven publications each. Development Policy Review published six papers on the social 
protection topic, while Climatic Change, Food Policy, and the International Journal of 
Disaster Risk Reduction had four publications each.

4.1.3 Keyword analysis
Keyword analysis discloses the thorough background of social protection literature in the 
context of disaster risk reduction (DRR) and climate change adaptation (CCA). It was 
observed that 434 unique keywords were in the retrieved scientific publications. 
VOSviewer was employed to determine the possible linkages and co-occurrence of the 
keywords specified by the authors of the shortlisted literature. Visualization maps were 
created for social protection to get a holistic view of the significant keywords. The map was 
comprised of several circles of varying diameters, each one exhibiting a keyword. The 
diameter of a circle depends on the number of linkages with other keywords, i.e. a higher 

Figure 2. a) Top-ten disciplinary categories, b) Top-ten publications sources, c) Top-ten keywords 
used, and d) Top-ten countries.

JOURNAL OF INTEGRATIVE ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCES 71



number of links resulting in a larger diameter. The thickness of the line connecting any two 
circles reflects the frequency of co-occurrence of the keywords. Figure 3 illustrates the 
network map of 61 keywords that co-occurred at least twice in the considered publications 
of social protection. It can be observed that the keywords “Adaptation”, “Vulnerability”, 
“Climate Change”, “Resilience”, “Vulnerability” and “Food Security” are larger sizes which 
reflects the focus of these keywords in the research area. Figure 2(c) summarizes the top ten 
keywords used by authors in the considered literature on social protection from disaster 
and climate change. The analysis of Figure 3 along with Figure 2(c) reveals the importance 
of the keywords “Resilience”, “Adaptation”, “Vulnerability” and “Climate Change” as these 
are among the most frequently used keywords by the authors in the studies of both the 
parameters, i.e. “disaster and social protection” and “climate change and social protection”.

4.1.4 Country analysis
The country analysis encompasses the level of research done in a particular country. 
It can be observed in Figure 2(d) that most research was carried out in Western 
countries. Among the top ten countries, The United States of America (USA) and 
England were the leading countries with the most research publications. In terms of 
social protection in the framework of DRR and CCA, the USA, England, and Germany 
are the leading countries with around 32.3%, 19.7%, and 11.2% of the published 
research, respectively. It can be observed that although mostly the Western world is 
leading in the considered research work, three Asian nations, Bangladesh, India, and 

Figure 3. Network map of author’s keywords (2 co-occurrence criteria with 61 Keywords, excluding 
country names). Retrieved 23 October 2021
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Thailand, are also making their contributions. It is interesting to note that although 
few of the countries at high risk and vulnerable to natural hazards and climate 
change have researched social protection (Bangladesh and India).

4.1.5 Citation analysis
The impact of a research study is often measured by the number of times other researchers 
have cited it. Therefore, citation analysis has been carried out to determine the most-cited 
journal articles in the context of social protection, keeping in view the parameters of disaster 
risk reduction and climate change adaptation, as shown in Table 3. The research work of 
Ruel and Alderman (2013) is the most cited publication. The study focuses on the effective-
ness of unifying various social safety net platforms for early child development and nutrition 
programs. The study emphasizes that food security is compromised by oil price instability, 
climate change, and disasters that impact agricultural yields. The study highlighted the 
significance of social safety nets (cash or food transfers) to vulnerable households. Although 
the importance of social safety nets was discussed in this study, the shortcomings of such 
programs were also identified, and ways to enhance their outcomes were reviewed to help 
scale up their potential benefits for poor people, particularly young children.

The study by Cutter et al. (2000) is the second most-cited study, as shown in Table 4. 
This research work formulated an approach for assessing vulnerability spatially through 
biophysical and social indicators, hence, assessing the likely social costs of hazards in the 
region. The study used the provision of safety nets (insurance, additional financial 
resources) to absorb and ensure rapid recovery assists the population in areas of high 
biophysical risks.

Another highly cited study by Heltberg et al. (2009) proposed a conceptual framework 
by employing social risk management and asset-based approaches to address human 
vulnerability to climate change. The study offers a unified approach, examining links 
between risks, adaptation, and vulnerability, to enhance the community’s potential to 
deal with climate risks by reducing the household’s vulnerability and elevating 

Table 3. The top ten most cited publications.
Sr 
No. Name of the study

Number of citations 
(WoS)

1 Nutrition-sensitive interventions and programmes: how can they help to accelerate 
progress in improving maternal and child nutrition?

758

2 Revealing the vulnerability of people and places: A case study of Georgetown County, 
South Carolina

728

3 Addressing human vulnerability to climate change: Towards a “no-regrets” approach 304
4 Livelihoods, vulnerability and adaptation to climate change in Morogoro, Tanzania 269
5 Adaptation to climate change in Africa: Challenges and opportunities identified from 

Ethiopia
239

6 Extreme vulnerability of smallholder farmers to agricultural risks and climate change in 
Madagascar

195

7 A localized disaster-resilience index to assess coastal communities based on an analytic 
hierarchy process (AHP)

106

8 Travelling in antique lands: using past famines to develop an adaptability/resilience 
framework to identify food systems vulnerable to climate change

93

9 Household response to cyclone and induced surge in coastal Bangladesh: coping 
strategies and explanatory variables

82

10 Marginality and vulnerability – Why the homeless of Tokyo don’t “count” in disaster 
preparations

70

Retrieved 23 October 2021
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sustainable development prospects. The study identifies no-regrets adaptation measures 
that lead to net social benefits to the community exposed to all future circumstances of 
climate change and impacts.

4.2 Thematic analysis

4.2.1 The role of social protection in climate change adaptation and disaster risk 
reduction
An effective and scalable social protection system can be an essential component of 
disaster risk reduction (DRR) efforts in a country, potentially delivering fast and cost- 
efficient support to the population affected by climate shocks (Winder Rossi et al. 2017). 
Increasing empirical evidence support that social protection systems can effectively 
reduce the impacts of large-scale shocks and provide opportunities for integration with 
humanitarian aid and disaster risk management (DRM). O’Brien et al. (2018) have ranged 
these opportunities of integrations under (i) prevention and mitigation- reducing vulner-
ability to disasters, community-based prevention, resettlement programs, (ii) prepared-
ness- early warning system, vulnerability assessments, contingency plans, financing, (iii) 
response- emergency cash/ in-kind transfer, post-disaster loss/ need assessments, and (iv) 
recovery- reconstruction, livelihood recovery programs (O’Brien et al. 2018).

Social protection’s potential contributions to climate change adaptation (CCA) can be 
attributed to its different functional dimensions. Kuriakose et al. (2013) have ranged them 
as (i) prevention- ex-ante security against climate shocks, (ii) protection- ex-post protec-
tion against disasters and climate variability, (iii) promotion- long-term adaptation, and 
(iv) transformation- addressing structural causes of climate vulnerability (Kuriakose et al. 
2013). Further, Malerba (2021) showed how social protection interventions under the 
abovementioned functions are in synergy with enhancing (i) adaptive, (ii) absorptive, and 
(iii) transformative capacities related to climate change adaptation. The role of social 
protection in disaster risk reduction and its contributions to reducing covariate shocks 
and increasing protective (absorptive) capacities has been addressed under the shock- 
responsive social protection (SRSP) framework (O’Brien et al. 2018). On the other hand, the 
adaptive social protection (ASP) framework underlines social protection’s role in the 
transformational capacities for climate change adaptation (Davies et al. 2009bb).

4.2.2 Effectiveness of social protection interventions
The literature has commonly categorized social protection interventions into three types. 
(i) social assistance- non-contributory regular cash or in-kind transfers or social services for 
vulnerable groups (ii) social insurance- contributory programs to protect people from 
potential financial losses (iii) labour market interventions- a defensive mechanism for the 
employed population to avail opportunities and skillsets (O’Brien et al. 2018; Bowen et al. 
2020). These programs can thus become part of more comprehensive, cross-sectoral 
strategies and national investment plans to safeguard and assist the climate-vulnerable 
group towards a more climate-resilient and sustainable transition.

In the event of climate change impacts, cash and food transfer schemes cushion the 
vulnerable population from losing livelihoods and resources (Roberts and Pelling 2018). 
It also plays a crucial role in emerging systems of shock-responsive social protection 
(SRSP) (Roelen et al. 2018). Research also suggests that cash transfer programs have 
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positive impacts on reducing poverty and vulnerabilities. A study showed that cash 
transfers help reduce education and health deprivations and increase precautionary 
savings (Bastagli et al. 2016). In Zambia, cash transfers enabled communities to develop 
coping mechanisms against weather shocks, providing a tool for autonomous adapta-
tion in building climate resilience (Lawlor et al. 2019). Another study showed that cash 
transfer compensates for missing insurance markets. The study found that cash transfer 
motivates farmers to invest in climate-resilient agricultural practices (Prifti et al. 2019). In 
Bangladesh, cash and asset transfer combined with other forms of support like training 
results in increased social and economic abilities to cope with the impacts of climate 
vulnerability in rural areas (Béné et al. 2014) and the urban regions (Hossain and 
Rahman 2018). Similarly, cash transfers enabled communities to cope with climate 
change impacts in Ethiopia, Kenya, and Uganda. It helped increase the anticipatory 
capacity of national disaster response systems through scalability and early warning 
mechanisms (Ulrichs et al. 2019).

Safety nets and insurance can play a complementary role in risk management. 
Weather-based indexed insurance can assist smallholder farmers in overcoming risk- 
related barriers to adopting climate-sensitive agricultural practices (Lybbert and Carter 
2015; Hansen et al. 2019). For example, Indian farmers started using drought-resilient 
plant seeds when paired with insurance (Hansen et al. 2019). However, if the premiums 
are unaffordable in the long term, smallholder farmers could be further pushed into 
poverty (Chantarat et al. 2017). In Mexico, a subsidized insurance model by the govern-
ment was launched for smallholders. It provided a win-win solution for farmers and local 
governments (de Janvry et al. 2016). Moreover, the synergies of linking insurance solu-
tions to social protection programs in reducing risk and vulnerability are emphasized in 
the literature (Sett et al. 2021).

Public employment schemes can also play a role in the recovery and reconstruction 
phase and create resilient infrastructure and public assets to reduce future shocks 
(Godfrey-Wood and Flower 2018). India’s Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Scheme, with components of guaranteed income, rural development, efficient 
local governments, and the creation of new skills, is a good example of helping the 
communities to cope with multidimensional poverty and marginalization (Kaur et al. 
2019). Research shows that the integration under an adaptive social protection system 
benefits the designs of vulnerability-reducing development interventions to transform 
short-term coping strategies into long-term strategies (Davies et al. 2013).

4.2.3 Sustainable livelihoods and food insecurity
Social protection programs have contributed to reducing poverty, enhancing food secur-
ity, and protecting livelihoods. In Pakistan, social protection programs, e.g. flood relief 
cash programs, pension of government employees, and government utility stores for 
groceries, positively impacted poverty and vulnerability (Azeem et al. 2019). In Kenya, it 
was observed that social protection programs reduced vulnerability by promoting agri-
culture and economic growth (Omiti and Nyanamba 2007). In terms of food security, cash 
transfer projects reached more than 500,000 beneficiaries (mostly women) and increased 
resilience to food insecurity (Rutkowski and Bousquet 2019). Social protection programs 
can also affect health outcomes (based on SDGs), as evidenced in urban and rural areas of 
South Africa. The study found that these social protection measures positively affected 
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adolescent health outcomes and helped achieve sustainable development (Cluver et al. 
2016). Overall, social protection measures help reduce poverty, make people resilient to 
food insecurity, strengthen their livelihood assets and thus help progress towards sustain-
able development.

4.2.4 Social protection as a tool for vulnerability reduction and building resilience
Social protection programs are considered the first line of defence for the communities 
vulnerable to natural hazards and climate change impacts. Siddiqi (2011) showed that 
social protection interventions, e.g. cash transfers, microloans, starter packs, etc., reduced 
the vulnerability of rural households by providing better income sources, climate resi-
lience crops, and strengthening their livelihood assets in Africa and South America 
(Siddiqi 2011). In Uganda, Social Action Fund has supported the most vulnerable house-
hold for over 15 years, increasing household income and expanding economic opportu-
nities. This has built long-term resilience against shocks (Rutkowski and Bousquet 2019). 
In rural areas of Pakistan, post-flood cash programs restore livelihood, replace damages, 
ease the mental burden, and raise aspirations for the future among farmers, thus reducing 
their vulnerability (Kosec and Mo 2017). Similarly, transfer schemes for drought-affected 
rural households in sub-Saharan Africa (by high nutrition availability) helped connect 
them with local markets (Dietrich and Schmerzeck 2019). This evidence suggests that 
social protection measures are highly effective in building people’s capacities in rural and 
urban areas, thus reducing vulnerability to climate change impacts.

4.2.5 Disaster recovery
Social protection is advocated for faster disaster recovery. In the context of disasters, 
social protection programs, e.g. cash transfer, food transfer, public works, etc., are crucial 
in recovery from a disaster event (World Bank 2019). In Pakistan, cash transfers from the 
government after the 2010 extreme flood event resulted in a rapid recovery by allowing 
rural households to reconstruct their houses (World Bank 2013). Similarly, in Fiji, people 
who received cash transfers were more likely to quickly recover after tropical Cyclone 
Winston (Ivaschenko et al. 2020). In the global pandemic diseases like COVID-19, the 
paramount necessity of national social protection has become evident for recovery. 
A study indicated that social protection programs were employed to counterbalance 
the macroeconomic effects and support the living conditions of the vulnerable groups 
(Abdoul-Azize and El Gamil 2021). Recently, new literature indicated that such a pandemic 
could push people towards vulnerability and is expected to increase climate change 
impacts. Thus, the important role of government support needs to be recognized for 
better recovery from such a situation (Birkmann et al. 2022).

4.3 Future research directions

There is a need to understand context-specific issues to effectively design social protec-
tion programs. These issues should cover exposure, sensitivities, and capacities against 
external shocks. The programs should also acknowledge the drivers of poverty that need 
to be addressed. Further research must also be undertaken to understand multidimen-
sional and complex risks to develop dynamic social protection strategies. More efforts on 
social protection interventions are required on slow-onset climate events, which is still 
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a nascent area. There is a need to design inclusive and detailed climate-resilient social 
protection strategies for supporting proactive measures in avoiding, minimizing, and 
addressing long-term impacts of slow-onset events on human health, livelihoods, pov-
erty, and inequality.

In integrating social protection, DRR, and CCA programs, challenges remain regarding 
lack of awareness across sectors, roles and responsibilities, and the capacity to operatio-
nalize synergies. Implementing climate-adaptive social protection also faces challenges 
from financial sustainability, coordination with DRR, CCA, and humanitarian budget, and 
lack of ready and dedicated funds, where efforts should be dedicated to bringing budget-
ary and institutional coordination. Moreover, there is a need for further study on mala-
daptation to understand whether short-term adaptation efforts are weakening long-term 
solutions and avoiding overburdening social protection programs with additional objec-
tives related to climate change adaptation.

There is a need for critical assessment, review, and monitoring outcomes of 
different social protection mechanisms against climate threats, e.g. objectives, design 
features, institutional set-ups and governance, and financial capacities. Shock- 
responsive systems are presently relying on systems’ ability to deliver response 
faster, with attention given to technical aspects (e.g. forecasting, trigger, delivery 
mechanisms, etc.) rather than the impact on the recipients. This area warrants further 
research to ensure that shock-responsive programs effectively protect people from 
the impoverishing effects of climate shocks. The lack of concrete evidence on 
fostering transformative adaptation suggests that more research is needed to link 
transformation and adaptive social protection. There is a need to validate empirical 
evidence on best practices, programmes design, and collaboration to identify the 
most effective approach for integration.

5. Conclusion

Social protection is increasingly acknowledged as a tool to reduce vulnerability in 
disaster risk science and increase adaptive capacities for climate change adaptation. 
However, the concept of social protection is in its infancy, especially in the disaster 
and climate change domains. This study provides an insight into research and 
development trends regarding social protection, disaster risk reduction, and climate 
change adaptation. A bibliometric-based approach was to visualize and assess cur-
rent research trends. The bibliometric analysis revealed that the social protection 
phenomenon is closely related to the concepts of vulnerability, adaptation, and 
resilience. The findings showed that the research on social protection is in its initial 
stage, but it is steadily growing with each passing year. There is a growing vast 
scientific literature for disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation. 
Similarly, this study has identified the role of social protection and its interventions 
in disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation. Social protection is increas-
ingly seen as a tool for vulnerability reduction and building resilience, especially in 
rural communities.

Bibliometric and thematic analysis has methodological limitations. The foremost lim-
itation was using the Web of Science database only, leading to database bias and under-
estimating social protection literature. The retrieved articles from the database were peer- 
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reviewed; therefore, no grey literature was used in this study. Moreover, preselected 
English language keywords can restrict the retrieval of all relevant articles. These limita-
tions can significantly restrict scientific knowledge on social protection. Due to regular 
database updates, the retrieval of articles can vary, as new articles pertaining to social 
protection are being updated. Similarly, thematic analysis is a flexible method, and 
therefore different researchers can interpret it differently.

In conclusion, as an emerging research agenda, social protection options under 
different future- climate change scenarios must be studied. Future research could encom-
pass more interconnected themes on social protection, disaster risk reduction, and 
climate change, which are still in their infancy. Themes like climate-induced migration 
and displacement, shock and humanitarian response, coverage, and process, technologi-
cal innovation, etc., need to be analysed rigorously. This study proposes some evolving 
dimensions in this future exercise on social protection, disaster, and climate change – (i) 
rural dominance to urban focus; (ii) fragmented to comprehensive coverage; (iii) targeted 
beneficiaries to universal system, (iv) ad hoc programs to systematic, trigger or forecast 
based interventions; (v) reactive to proactive program design; (vi) manual to digitized 
process in assessment to distribution; (vii) integration of other risk transfer instruments in 
social protection portfolio; (viii) resilience to transformation; (ix) public and private 
partnerships; and (x) governance and justice among others. Researchers from developing 
and developed countries can extend collaborative efforts to generate more scientific 
evidence on these emerging interconnected themes. Studies should put forward policy 
recommendations on innovative social protection tools to tackle future climate change 
and its emerging risks.
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