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External Actors and Social Protection
in the Global South: An Overview

Carina Schmitt

Introduction

In recent times, social protection has been one of the most popular instruments
for promoting human development in the Global South.! Understanding
contemporary social protection in countries of the Global South requires
a deep comprehension of its historical roots and the conditions under
which welfare institutions emerged. However, as most research on social
protection continues to focus on the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) world, our knowledge of drivers,
characteristics and outcomes of social protection in the Global South is
still limited. The existing narrative of welfare state emergence, developed
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for rich democracies with an emphasis on domestic structural conditions
and national actors, provides only partial insight into the emergence and
structure of social protection systems in other regions of the world.
Several studies analyzing social protection in the Global South have
emphasized the influence of external national and transnational actors for
contemporary social policy-making (Kaasch and Martens 2015; Yeates
2009; Deacon 2007). International bilateral donors, multilateral
agencies, international financial institutions, non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) and influential nation states are assumed to influence
social protection pathways in the Global South.

However, the transnational nature of social protection arrangements in
the Global South is also not a new phenomenon. From the very
beginning, when social protection was put on the global agenda, espe-
cially during and after World War II, social protection arrangements in
the Global South have been shaped by external actors. In those days, the
international landscape was still characterized by colonial empires
(Abernethy 2000), and the great majority of countries in the Global
South were still dependent territories. In the course of the twentieth
century, colonial powers became more and more engaged in social
policies in their colonies because of the pressure from inside the colonies
in the form of rising demands for social protection, but also from the
outside in the form of soft pressure by international organizations
(Schmitt 2015). Following the end of the colonial era and the process of
decolonization, the former colonies and other countries of the Global
South became major battlegrounds for regime competition between the
capitalist and the communist regime during the Cold War. The US,
China and the Soviet Union as big global powers tried to bring the emerging
nation states into their respective influential spheres. Hence, social policy-
making in those days was interfered by the interests and interventions of
colonial empires or the communist and Western superpowers.

The influence of external actors did not stop with the end of the Cold
War. Even today, social protection in the Global South is influenced by
interests and paradigms of international organizations and donors,
such as the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the World
Bank. Due to their financial resources and administrative capacity,
these actors often support social protection programs and legislations
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(Kott and Droux 2013; Surender 2013). In fact, international actors have
been the “primary and most consistent advocates for expansionism [of social
protection, the editor] across the developing world” (Rudra 2015, 464).

However, not all countries react to external pressure in the same way.
Social policy models pushed and promoted by external actors have not
been simply translated into national policies and institutions but have
rather been adapted, mediated and transformed according to national
and local conditions. Policy-makers in the Global South have had to find
ways of managing, negotiating and asserting themselves when designing
social protection systems in a context where often more powerful external
actors have been present from the outset. In some countries, national
policy-makers withstand the pressure exerted by external actors or even
explicitly deviate from policies they were supposed to implement by
external actors. Whether and how external actors shape social protection
is therefore conditioned by the strength of local political parties, labor
unions, but also by domestic financial, administrative and political
circumstances. It is therefore important to consider the interplay between
external actors and national factors when analyzing social protection
pathways in countries of the Global South.

But what exactly does the influence of external actors look like? And
how is the influence translated by national factors? Do external actors
really shape social protection pathways in a significant way or is their
influence overemphasized?

In this volume, we ask whether and how external actors and transna-
tional relationships have influenced the formation, development and
transformation of social protection in the developing world. We use a
broad definition of social protection, including health and education
policies, but also, for example, famine relief and food security programs.
A broad definition is more suitable for covering the range of social protec-
tion programs existent in the Global South which goes beyond the classi-
cal social security programs mainly introduced in Western countries. The
edited volume addresses the need to systematically integrate external
actors into the narrative of social policy-making in the Global South to
enhance our understanding and knowledge of welfare institutions in

regions beyond the OECD.
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In this book, we focus on a selective range of actors to make cross-case
comparisons possible. We elucidate the influence of colonial and Cold
War superpowers as examples of the long-lasting influence of external
actors on social protection pathways. The book provides insights into
how colonial powers and the Cold War superpowers shaped social protec-
tion arrangements, for example in order to serve their objectives such as
fighting communism or maintain the imperial order. Moreover, we focus
on the role of international donors and international financial institu-
tions as the most important contemporary external actors developing and
promoting social policies in the Global South. In this volume, scholars
applying quantitative frameworks are brought together with others using
qualitative techniques. The quantitative analyses provide broad brush
pictures that are necessary for evaluating the role of external actors in the
transnational social protection arrangements for a larger country sample.
The qualitative case studies, in contrast, are essential for identifying how
external actors have to be integrated into the social protection actor net-
work, how they intervene in social protection-making, but also to assess
the limitations of their influence. We moreover combine historical as well
as social science approaches to show how social protection arrangements
have ever since been shaped by external actors. This is especially important
as knowledge is scarce when analyzing the influence of external actors
further back in history. The edited volume furthermore contributes to the
literature by explicitly analyzing the interplay between external actors
and national conditions as well as by critically assessing the explanatory
power of external actors for social protection pathways in the Global
South. The volume shows that social policy-making in most countries of
the Global South has never been a strictly national story. External actors
have been part of social protection decisions from the very outset.
However, the influence of external actors has always been translated by
national actors and domestic circumstances into social policies and
institutions. After all, the volume offers a critical assessment of the role of
external actors and discusses ideational and institutional approaches to
systematically integrate external actors into the domestic arena of social
protection-making in the Global South.
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External Actors and Social Protection
in the Global South: State of the Art

The field of social protection in the Global South has attracted growing
interest of scholars since the beginning of this century. Several scholars
have in the meantime outlined and discussed social protection trajecto-
ries in the Global South and provided valuable insights into different
social protection pathways in different regions of the world (e.g. Haggard
and Kaufman 2008; Huber and Stephens 2012; Rudra 2008; Gough and
Wood 2004; Barrientos 2013; Surender and Walker 2013; Midgley and
Piachaud 2011). They show that most countries in the Global South have
implemented social insurance programs in the first place and demon-
strate how social assistance programs have in recent decades spread across
countries (Schmitt, Chap. 6, this volume). These studies, mainly stem-
ming from Comparative social policy research, emphasize the role of
national actors in social policy-making. Differences in national social
protection trajectories have been mainly traced back to different national
actor constellations and class coalition building processes. The power
resource theory (Korpi 1983) and the closely related partisan theory
(Hibbs 1977) argue that labor unions and political parties shape social
policy dynamics. Strong left power resources in the executive and legisla-
tive are assumed to be key drivers of generous social protection schemes
(Castles 1978). Partisan theory (Castles 1982; Schmidt 1982) addition-
ally stresses the importance of Christian democratic parties and political
Catholicism for encompassing social policies (van Kersbergen 1995; van
Kersbergen and Manow 2009; Manow 2015). Furthermore, the political
economy literature argues that political leaders make use of public poli-
cies in general and social policies in particular to create winning coali-
tions and secure regime survival (Knutsen and Rasmussen 2014). In this
view, social protection is an important instrument for governments, espe-
cially in authoritarian contexts of non-liberal states, to secure elite privi-
leges in recompense for political loyalty and to legitimate the political
system (Magaloni et al. 2007; Rudra and Haggard 2005; Wibbels and
Ahlquist 2011). Research on non-Western countries additionally
emphasizes that substantial cross-national differences in social policy
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priorities are related to distinct post-war development strategies, such as
import-substitution industrialization and export-oriented industrializa-
tion (Rudra 2002, 2007, 2008; Avelino et al. 2005; Barrientos and
Santibdfiez 2009; Wibbels and Ahlquist 2011). In the context of this
tradition, external actors have not been systematically considered or only
in a very general and superficial way.

Global social policy as another relevant strand of literature for this
book volume, in contrast, takes external actors as the point of departure.
Global social policy research has drawn our attention to a broad array of
individual and corporate global social policy actors, ranging from inter-
nationally operating intergovernmental organizations, in particular the
World Bank (Orenstein 2010), the ILO (Supiot 2006; Maupain 2009;
Deacon 2013), the OECD (Mahon 2009; Martens and Jakobi 2010) or
the EU (Walkenhorst 2008; Lamping and Steffen 2009; Natali 2009), to
states formations, such as the G20, as well as South-South relations such
as BRICS (Surender 2013) and to NGOs (Martens and Kruse 2015;
Stubbs 2003) or business actors (Farnsworth 2012). Studies in this field
elucidate the role of international, supranational and transnational
organizations. They address the questions of how these organizations
have shaped international standards and norms regarding social policy
and how these global norms and recommendations feed into the domestic
social policy arena (Orenstein 2010; Yeates 2009; Deacon 2013, 2007;
Kaasch and Martens 2015). One major strong point of global social
policy research is that it has brought forward scholarship on how interna-
tional organizations produce and disseminate policy ideas across
countries and regions. Some contributions, often based on constructivist
approaches, have developed conceptualizations of how international
organizations exert influence, taking into account that most international
organizations, in particular in the field of social policy, are not able to
apply hard governance but rather use soft governance mechanisms
(Abbott and Snidal 2000). Global social policy research has advanced the
understanding that social issues transcend borders, explaining why inter-
national organizations can be influential actors (Hulme and Hulme 2008;
Jenson 2010). However, the interdependencies between actors at the
global and national level have been neither fully grasped in a coherent
conceptual manner nor comprehensively and systematically in their
empirical existence. Nevertheless, global social policy research reveals the
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tension between the global perspective of social problem identification
and the implementation of social policies at the national level, which we
take up in this paper.

In sum, the existing literature offers valuable insights to understand
social protection in contexts where powerful external actors have been
present from the very outset. However, in each individual case and
isolated from each other these approaches are not sufhicient for capturing
and appropriately situating all actors that are relevant for social protec-
tion arrangements. Comparative social policy research mainly focuses on
national actors and their preferences and, if at all, only very roughly inte-
grates external economic and political influences. In contrast, global
social policy research rather focuses on transnational and international
actors relevant for social protection without elucidating domestic politics
at the national level. It mainly analyzes the influence of external actors
from the perspective of the international organizations, but not from the
perspective of the developing countries themselves. What is missing are
studies linking both strands of research. Moreover, most of the studies
focus on contemporary external actors and social protection, while the
historical dimension of external influences on social protection, such as
colonialism and Cold War, is almost completely left out of the equation
in both strands of literature (e.g. Deacon 2007; Brooks 2015; Rudra
2008) Hence, even though scholars across a range of disciplines have
acknowledged and demonstrated the inherently transnational nature of
social protection arrangements, our knowledge of the potential and limits
of external national and transnational actors as explanatory factors
and drivers of social policy-making in the Global South is scarce. This
especially applies when going further back in history, to the mid-twenti-
eth century when social protection was put on the global agenda. This
volume contributes to existing scholarship by addressing the mentioned
shortcomings. In contrast to the existing work, it explicitly focuses on the
role of external actors in different periods of time and in relationship
to each national context. The book integrates external actors and their
interplay with national conditions into the narrative of social policy-
making in the Global South to understand the conditions under which
social protection has emerged historically and is expanding in the devel-
oping world today.
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External Actors from Colonialism
to International Aid: Types, Strategies
and Objectives

In the literature, different external actors are assumed to influence social
protection pathways in the Global South. In this volume we apply a broad
notion of what an external actor is. External actors in a broad sense can be
understood as collectives of individuals who share an interest in and ability
to act together toward a common end. Moreover, they are mainly based
outside the territory which they aim to influence (Pontusson 1995; Huber
and Stephens 2010). Even though there is no systematic classification of
external actors, there are several possible dimensions along which they can
be categorized. For example, external actors can be separated according to
whether they are governmental or intergovernmental, public or private, or
whether they provide technical expertise or financial leverage.

Most of the recent literature within global social policy research, but
also within comparative welfare state research, focuses on the role of
international donors, international governmental and NGOs. Most of
these actors, however, were not always as widely spread as they are today.
Especially intergovernmental organizations have been established only in
recent decades. When going back further in history, to the colonial and
the Cold War era, external actors were very often powerful individual
nation states which made use of the power asymmetries to influence
policy-making in dependent territories or in their spheres of influence.

Not only the types of actors might have changed over time but also the
mechanisms or strategies through which external actors have tried to
influence and shape national social protection pathways. Many studies
focusing on the role of contemporary international financial institutions,
international organizations and governmental donors emphasize the
production and spread of knowledge and the provision of technical and
financial support (Orenstein 2010; Deacon 2013; Kott and Droux 2013).
These strategies can rather be classified as “soft” than as “hard” power
instruments, as at least on the surface they do not force domestic actors
to implement specific social protection policies against their will.
However, during colonial and Cold War times, other strategies might
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have been important. France, for example, imposed the Code du Travail
in all its African colonies in 1952. This labor code, strongly related to the
social insurance principle, was the basis for initial social security systems
in all French African colonies. This strategy can be regarded as a hard
form of exerting influence on social protection pathways.

Changes and continuities are not only observable with regard to the
type of relevant external actors and their strategies but also with regard to
the objectives and preferences connected to social protection. For example,
in the aftermath of World War II, the ILO mainly pushed social security
legislations strongly related to waged labor. At that time, social security
was supposed to protect the worker against risks of unemployment, work
accidents, old age or sickness. The colonial powers at least after World
War II also emphasized social protection being strongly linked to the
workforce. For the superpowers during the Cold War period, however,
social reforms often constituted part of anti-communism strategies
(Obinger and Schmitt 2011). Nowadays the ILO supports a more social
rights-based approach to social protection as it finds expression by the
ILO Social Protection Floors Recommendation. The World Bank, in
contrast, rather pushes means-tested social assistance. This exemplifies
how external actors differ with regard to the specific social protection
policies they prefer and with regard to the objectives to be realized by way
of social protection.

However, social policy models supported by external actors have
almost never been directly translated into national policies and institu-
tions but have rather been adapted, mediated and transformed by national
and local conditions. For example, the influence of colonial powers might
depend on the domestic factors of the dependent territories, such as eco-
nomic structure, geographic position and strength of political leaders. In
the case of the Cold War superpowers, some political leaders resisted the
influence of the Cold War superpowers; others played off both sides
against one another, or explicitly deviated from what they were supposed
to do. In present times, especially countries that are politically weak or
financially dependent might be receptive to the influence of external
actors. Tracing this interplay between national conditions and external
actors should elucidate some of the domestic framework conditions for
the influence of external actors.
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In sum, in this book volume we aim at elucidating changes and continuities
with regard to types of external actors, their strategies, objectives and
social policy preferences as well as their interplay with national factors,
from colonialism to international aid.

Structure of the Book

This volume contains four parts addressing the long-lasting and contem-
porary role of external actors for social protection-making in the Global
South from the post-war period until today.

Part I provides a systematic introduction to the analysis of external
actors of social policy-making in the Global South. Apart from this intro-
duction, then following Chap. 2 by Shriwise addresses existing theoretical
approaches to the analysis of external actors and outlines the theoretical
implications of understanding social protection in transnational relief.

Part IT addresses the long-lasting influence of colonial and Cold War
superpowers on early and contemporary social protection-making in
developing countries. Part II consists of five chapters. The first three con-
tributions pursue a qualitative approach, while the final two provide sta-
tistical analyses. In Chap. 3 Michele Mioni and Klaus Petersen shed light
on how social reforms were used as an instrument to fight against the
respective competing regime in the early Cold War period. To address
this question, the authors historically analyze two Asian countries, that is,
Burma and Malaysia. They show how debates on the concepts of welfare
and social protection in both countries were influenced and challenged
by the Cold War logic. In the subsequent Chap. 4 Daniel Kiinzler assesses
the influence of colonial powers and donors on social protection arrange-
ments, comparing Kenya and Tanzania. Even though both were British
colonies, colonial Kenya was considered a labor reserve, whereas Tanzania
was rather a cash crop economy for the British officials. Kiinzler comes to
the conclusion that even though both countries follow similar social pro-
tection pathways at the first glance, the scope and extent of social policy
instruments differ between both countries. In Chap. 5 Jeremy Seckings
addresses the role of the British welfare model for social policy-making in
colonial and post-colonial times in Botswana and South Africa in the past
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70 years. He demonstrates that in neither South Africa nor Botswana
foreign models have been imposed but rather considerably adapted to
local norms and conditions. External influences entailed primarily the
diffusion of ideas which were combined with local ideas to shape policy
outcomes. In Chap. 6 Schmirr addresses the long-lasting influence of the
colonial legacy on contemporary social policy-making for a large country
sample including around 100 low- and middle-income countries.
Applying a quantitative framework, she shows how the recent rise of
social assistance in the Global South depends on the colonial heritage of
a country. Social assistance programs are by far more frequent in British
colonies than elsewhere, while in former French colonies social assistance
is almost completely absent. This is traced back to different notions of
both colonial powers regarding social protection. In Chap. 7 Becker in his
contribution investigates how colonial legacies shape contemporary
international aid patterns. He also uses a quantitative framework to
answer whether former colonial ties affected aid priorities and whether
aid priorities differ between former colonial powers. He demonstrates
that former colonial ties become manifest by increased efforts toward
supporting social policy projects. Moreover, he shows that these institu-
tional patterns are most visible with regard to the French aid system.
Part III elucidates international donors and international financial insti-
tutions as important players in the transnational social policy arena of
today. In Chap. 8, by Marina Dodlova, the question of how the World
Bank and international donors have influenced the spread of non-
contributory social transfer programs throughout the countries of the
Global South is addressed. She applies a quantitative framework to analyze
how donors drive the diffusion of social policy and how they influence the
design of social transfer programs, particularly the targeting method used
to determine the beneficiary base. Rahmi Cemern and Erdem Yoriik investi-
gate in Chap. 9 whether transnational actors such as the World Bank influ-
ence the way in which domestic social unrest is translated into social policy.
Their empirical analysis contains a sample of 42 countries from 1989 until
2015. Their results show that efforts on social assistance are larger in coun-
tries with high levels of social unrest. In contrast, the influence of the World
Bank is limited and only visible in countries with high levels of social
unrest. In Chap. 10 Isaac Chinyoka and Marianne Ulriksen analyze how
international donors have attempted to influence child welfare policies in


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38200-1_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38200-1_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38200-1_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38200-1_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38200-1_10

14 C. Schmitt

Botswana. Their analysis highlights that although transnational actors have
succeeded with persuading the government in Botswana to change certain
policy aspects, they have been unable to fundamentally sway the govern-
ment to pursue an individual, rights-focused welfare policy paradigm. In
Chap. 11 Stephen Devereux and Samuel Kapingidza analyze whether social
protection-making is nationally owned or donor-driven. The international
development community has invested heavily in propagating social protec-
tion policies and programs throughout Africa in the past 20 years. The
authors use the case of Zimbabwe to investigate whether donor agendas on
social protection are aligned or in conflict with national priorities. They
offer several indicators that allow for evaluating whether a social policy
process is nationally defined or donor-driven. All contributions in Parts II
and I1II discuss not only the role of external actors for social policy-making
but also their interplay with domestic factors.

Part IV critically evaluates the potential and limits of institutionalist
and ideational approaches to the influence of transnational actors. It
starts with Chap. 12, by Daniel Béland and Priva Haangandu, who
propose an ideational approach for elucidating the influence of transna-
tional actors on social policies. Their proposed framework determines the
circumstances under which external actors succeed and/or fail to diffuse
transnational norms in an ideationally charged socio-political environ-
ment. In Chap. 13 Armando Barrientos critically assesses the influence of
external actors and donors in low and middle-income countries. He asks
whether donor agencies are actually shaping social assistance institutions
in the Global South or whether their influence has been overrated. The
dominance of donor organizations and their global policy agendas as
opposed to domestic policy has delayed the theorization of the rapid
development of welfare institutions in developing countries. The volume
is completed by Chap. 14, by Carina Schmitt, Bastian Becker, Judith
Ebeling and Amanda Shriwise who summarize the main insights pre-
sented by the book. This chapter critically evaluates all contributions of
this book volume researching the role of external actors for social pro-
tection-making and their interplay with domestic influences. It provides a
balanced summary of the relative contributions of external actors and
domestic factors to the explanation of social policy-making in the Global
South. It also formulates an agenda to inspire future avenues for further
research.
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