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The Peruvian State implemented a set of measures to serve vulnerable populations strongly impacted 
by the COVID-19 crisis and restrictions. These measures include cash transfers, food vouchers, and 
different adaptations of existing social programs. This document addresses Peru’s shortcomings 
regarding: (i) socioeconomic information of the urban population (mainly), (ii) strategies to address 
urban poverty, (iii) financial inclusion, and (iv) the social protection system. As a result of these 
shortcomings, the State’s response was often fragmented and untimely. 

In this context of a persisting pandemic with diminishing health impacts resulting from growing 
vaccination rates, it is vital to address these difficulties and identify the lessons this singular 
experience has left. This will help us provide recommendations on improving social protection 
and increasing its capacity to respond to stress and external shocks, but, above all, become child-
sensitive and offer proper protection for children. This is especially relevant since households with 
children and adolescents in Peru are more affected by poverty or at greater risk of falling into poverty, 
even more so nowadays, as confirmed by the 2020 figures of the National Institute of Statistics and 
Informatics (INEI).
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About the study 

This paper summarizes the results of a study conducted to analyze non-contributory social 
protection measures for children and adolescents, including measures directly targeting them or 
their households, adopted by the Peruvian Government to address the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic. A mainly qualitative mixed methodology was used. Virtual interviews were held with 
experts, officials, and former officials directly involved in decisions and management. This was 
complemented with a descriptive statistical analysis of the impact of the pandemic on household 
income, the effect of cash transfers on poverty levels, and the scope of municipal food baskets and 
other types of food assistance and their impact on the Peruvian population, particularly children and 
adolescents. 
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Dealing with the pandemic was a considerable challenge for the Peruvian State due to the general lack 
of knowledge about the disease (its extent and duration) and a profound political crisis that unfolded 
during this period.

In general terms, the State's response was appropriate in some aspects but also showed some limitations, 
mainly related to the context of uncertainty and other initial conditions, which significantly conditioned 
the responses. The main limitations include:

• The lack of an urban social protection strategy that provides care services and identifies 
households living in poverty. The Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion (MIDIS) is 
primarily in charge of organizing the main social measures and programs. Nonetheless, since 
its creation, MIDIS has focused on rural poverty and associated policy plans and strategies. The 
most important programs, such as Juntos, Cuna Más, Pensión 65, Haku Wiñay, among others, 
focus mainly on rural and poor districts. In short, these programs only allowed the State to 
identify and reach citizens in primarily rural areas where they were already operating.

• Outdated and disconnected information systems in general, and specifically in urban areas. 
Different state entities have outdated and disconnected household databases and registers. 
Overall, databases were not used frequently, especially in urban contexts with fewer social 
programs.

Main findings:
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• Very limited financial inclusion, even in urban areas. The Banco de la Nación and other financial 
entities lack national capillarity; they have limited reach and very few households have bank 
accounts. This was further aggravated by the lack of connectivity, which undermined the 
opportunity and effectiveness of cash transfers to enable families to cope with the abrupt drop 
in income and loss of employment resulting from lockdown measures.

• Lack of a social protection system in Peru: There is no social protection system that governs the 
different entities or actors and establishes clear roles and responsibilities to protect individuals 
in contexts like the 2020 crisis. Interventions were organized based on conversations where 
entities decided which role they would assume, which very likely affected the timeliness and 
effectiveness of the responses.

• Lack of leadership and intersectoral coordination. After a strong initial momentum, MIDIS saw 
its capacity and resources reduced by incoming governments. Even though MIDIS is responsible 
for the leading social assistance programs and is the National System for Development and 
Social Inclusion’s (SINADIS) governing body, it did not play an important role during the 
pandemic overall. 

In this context, the Peruvian Government’s non-contributory social protection measures benefitting 
children and adolescents can be grouped into three categories: (i) unconditional cash transfers, 
(ii) food assistance, and (iii) adaptations of existing social programs to address the challenges 
derived from the pandemic. In general, these three measures suffered problems related to targeting, 
implementation, and inter-institutional coordination, which affected the State's response to COVID-19.

Targeting processes proved deficient due to the initial conditions mentioned above, i.e., lack of 
database integration and outdated information. Although the targeting process and the cash 
transfer delivery measures improved based on the lessons learned along the process, the outdated 
databases, specifically the Household Targeting System (SISFOH) in urban areas, made it difficult to 
target and deliver the first three cash transfers. Consequently, it was determined that all individuals 
meeting the required characteristics would receive the cash transfers (universal access), even 
though this implied the risk of being delivered to households that would not have received it under 
different circumstances.

Therefore, in 2020, approximately 79% of households with children 5 years old in Peru had received 
at least one cash transfer. This broad reach poses many questions. Data shows that cash transfers 
benefited non-vulnerable households more than they should have; the prevalence of poverty among 
cash transfer recipients shows a distribution similar to the overall distribution of poverty among 
households. Another problem is that cash transfers had a smaller impact on preventing urban 
poverty than rural poverty. Furthermore, households with children and adolescents did not benefit 
as much as the general population in avoiding poverty because the cash transfer delivery scheme 
did not contemplate household composition.
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Table 1: The impact of cash transfers on preventing increased poverty in Peruvian households in 
2020, in percentage points

 Total households Households with children and 
adolescents

Households with children under  
5 years old

Total 2.6 2.5 2.2

Urban 1.8 1.7 1.6

Rural 6.4 5.7 5.1

Source: National Household Survey (ENAHO) 2020. Author’s calculations for all quarters.

The lack of updated SISFOH databases in urban areas and the lack of coordination between 
municipalities and ministries also hindered the delivery of food baskets, and it was necessary to 
resort to in-person fieldwork to target households. The rules for food basket delivery were modified 
to ensure that households with Venezuelan migrants were not excluded (however, this was not the 
case in the distribution of cash transfers, as migrant households did not receive them). However, 
the response was limited; only 9.6% of households were reached (with one food basket), and 
approximately 19% of recipient households were neither poor nor vulnerable. Likewise, fewer 
households with children and adolescents received other food assistance services in 2020 than in 
2019 (53.3% and 48.5% of households, respectively). Delivering Qali Warma food was impossible due 
to school closures; therefore, a decision was made to provide food baskets to schools for parents to 
collect, but there is no information on the success of these efforts.  

Table 2: Food assistance to Peruvian households during 2019 and 2020

 
Total households Households with children and 

adolescents
Households with children 

under 5 years old
2019 2020 2019 2020 2019 2020

Any type of food 
assistance1 32.5% 33.2% 53.3% 48.5% 62.8% 56.0%

Municipal food basket - 9.6% - 10.1% - 10.9%

Qali Warma (breakfasts) 25.8% 20.3% 45.0% 34.9% 50.4% 38.9%

Qali Warma (lunches) 9.2% 6.9% 15.9% 11.7% 17.0% 12.5%

Glass of milk (Vaso de 
Leche) 10.5% 9.3% 16.4% 14.5% 28.7% 25.8%

Community kitchen/ 
Mothers’ Club (Comedor 
popular/Club de madres)

1.78% 1.35% 1.70% 1.43% 1.65% 1.70%

Cuna Mas food assistance 0.25% 0.21% 0.44% 0.36% 0.95% 0.83%

Other 2.88% 1.50% 6.70% 2.94% 16.10% 6.08%

1 Percentage of households that have received at least one form of food assistance.
Source: ENAHO 2019, 2020. Prepared by the author.      
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Finally, few of the social programs analyzed changed their scope to cover the urban population most 
affected by the pandemic. Only Juntos Temporal and Trabaja Perú did so temporarily to respond to an 
emergency situation. However, it is essential to note that these programs provided a rather limited 
--almost null –social protection response to the majority of the vulnerable population, particularly 
in urban areas. In the case of Juntos Temporal, the program expanded its reach to cover districts 
that were less impoverished than those it regularly served, entering urban areas for the first time 
(households with children under 2 years old). Cuna Más expanded its reach in rural areas and only 
temporarily. On the other hand, the government created a cash transfer for orphaned children and 
adolescents who had lost their primary caregiver due to COVID-19. This created some difficulties 
related to targeting and response capacity and resources, which were yet unresolved at the time of 
the study.

The lack of a social protection system exacerbated the implementation problems associated with 
the lack of clarity in management and leadership. The lack of leadership in decision-making was 
notable; for example, two ministries worked independently and without coordinating to distribute 
cash transfers. The lack of coordination and distrust between institutions created problems for the 
State’s decision-making. 
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• Conduct a systematic evaluation of the measures and program adaptations implemented by 
MIDIS and the other ministries in the context of the national emergency to help identify difficulties 
and bottlenecks and revisit, from a conceptual perspective, what type of social inclusion the State 
needs to promote. Given that social protection systems must rely on solid empirical foundations, 
analyzing and systematizing lessons learned in times of emergency is essential to help create a 
social protection system in Peru. It is crucial to build on and institutionalize the experience and 
lessons learned from the social protection response to the pandemic as this will enable responding 
to other emergencies in the near future.

• Design an adequate and inclusive social protection system to respond to all age groups and the 
different dimensions of vulnerability such as gender, ethnicity, national origin, and geographical 
area of residence, among others. A child-sensitive social protection system implies recognizing 
the particular vulnerabilities of children and adolescents. The current non-contributory social 
protection prioritizes (although not necessarily effectively or sufficiently) some age groups that are 
more vulnerable, such as children and the elderly, through programs such as Cuna Más, Juntos, 
or Pensión 65. However, it does not pay sufficient attention to adolescents and young people. 
Furthermore, the findings evidence a gap in caring for migrant and/or refugee populations. This 
last group was particularly hit by the crisis, and our analysis did not find any State measure aimed 
at serving this population beyond including them in the distribution of food baskets.

Recommendations: 
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• Create an adaptive social protection plan, understood as a comprehensive care system that can 
respond to diverse needs and contexts and identify the correct governance schemes to ensure 
it functions properly. This requires a clear procedure to adapt non-contributory social protection 
programs, coordinate the temporary suspension of conditionalities, provide updated information 
systems and tools for adequate targeting in emergencies, and define roles and functions between 
government sectors and levels. Likewise, it is critical to ensure that budget resources are allocated 
rapidly to provide a timely response to the most vulnerable.

• Strengthen SINADIS to include intersectoral participation will make policies more coherent, ensure a 
common and shared vision among entities, and strengthen coordination and financing mechanisms.

• Update the policy and social plans to respond to the new post-pandemic needs is critical. In this 
regard, the main challenge is to respond to the need to design a social policy that goes beyond 
rural poverty and responds to urban poverty. These efforts must be accompanied by a judicial and 
legal framework that integrates the different programs and promotes intersectoral articulation. 
On the other hand, recent efforts to update the National Development and Social Inclusion Policy 
(PNDIS) 2030 are fundamental and must be considered in the different areas of public policy and 
management instruments.

• Improve information systems to ensure they are nominal, periodically updated, and universal. 
Moreover, the National Registry must be strengthened and institutionalized to be used by all 
entities that require nominal population-based information; it should also stop depending on cash 
transfer targeting actions even though it was initially designed for this purpose. SISFOH should 
be strengthened to collect socio-economic information from urban households. Information 
collection must be sensitive to single-parent households and households with adolescent mothers, 
migrants, and people with disabilities. This means strengthening the role of local governments in 
updating and expanding SISFOH. As shown in the study, failure to do so contributes to limiting 
the scope of any State measures.  

• Design and implement a strategy to expand programs such as Cuna Más or Juntos, considering 
the challenges of urban problems and the lessons learned from the pandemic. It has been shown 
that, in terms of geographic scope, the coverage of non-contributory social protection is mainly 
focused on rural areas, and children and adolescents in vulnerable urban areas are being neglected. 
This also requires an important gender approach that responds to the recent increase of single-
parent families and the barriers women face to access and remain in the formal (and informal) 
labor market, given the housework and care overload they have faced during the pandemic.

• Design and implement comprehensive measures that include sustainability aspects, for example, 
measures aimed at improving employability and access to quality jobs. In an emergency, cash 
transfers are necessary but insufficient by themselves. However, regulating, and institutionalizing 
cash transfers in particular emergency cases is critical for improving social protection and would 
allow a faster response to the entity in charge of the operation.

• Strengthen and institutionalize food safety by working with communal pots (ollas comunes) is an 
important strategy to address current and future food crises. For this, food assistance information 
and targeting systems must correctly identify poor and vulnerable households in urban areas 
and prioritize children since food deficiencies at an early age have lifelong adverse effects. In 
this sense, we recommended creating a special function that will enable Qali Warma to reach 
vulnerable populations through communal pots. This special function should not depend on the 
program’s balances or municipalities’ demand for irregular food assistance and should ensure it 
is temporary and needs-based (not permanent).
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• Provide continuity and expand the temporary interventions of Juntos and Cuna Más to bring 
these services closer to urban contexts. Both programs have important components that must be 
strengthened. The intervention of Juntos Temporal should have impacts related to malnutrition 
and anemia. It is critical to learn from the experience of Juntos, to improve it, and identify the 
most appropriate conditions to address urban problems. This requires assessing the relevance of 
introducing conditionalities in urban environments where family and work dynamics are different 
and ensuring that the conditionalities do not imply additional work for women and/or primary 
caregivers. As with the expansion of the service and follow-up to families from the temporary 
intervention of Cuna Más, both programs can learn new ways to deliver their services remotely 
or through a blended approach.

• Reopen and expand the Cuna Más Day Care Service. The pandemic evidenced the need and 
urgency to assist households (primarily single parents) in childcare. Due to the program’s high 
costs, new strategies or cost-effective measures should be considered to bring childcare assistance 
to more homes.

• Improve the attention and registration of beneficiaries of the orphan transfer of the Ministry of 
Women and Vulnerable Populations (MIMP). Likewise, it is important to review this initiative’s 
targeting and prioritization criteria to ensure financial sustainability. More importantly, care for 
children who have been affected by the pandemic must be expanded to guarantee their rights 
are fully met and ensure they have access to other education, physical and mental health, and 
protection services.

Recent measures announced by the current government seem to consider some lessons learned 
from the previous government’s experience. However, there is no concrete evidence that an adaptive 
social protection system will be created; on the contrary, efforts will apparently focus on expanding 
coverage or increasing food assistance. The proposed changes do not seem to respond to a thorough 
analysis of resources either. Although this is important, it is critical to have clear indications that 
efforts will address urban poverty in Peru through institutionalized social assistance measures. In 
this sense, the above recommendations provide ideas on how to move towards strengthening social 
protection in Peru.
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