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The Context

Following a long-standing independence campaign against Indonesia’s violent occupation of the country 
lasting more than 20 years, Timor-Leste became a sovereign state in 2002

Following a period of civil unrest in 2006, the Government of Timor-Leste introduced three social 
protection schemes, providing visible assistance to citizens to promote stability in the country:

• Bolsa da Mãe, including Bolsa da Mãe Jerasaun Foun
• Support Allowance for the Elderly and Disabled
• Veterans' payments

The country spends 6.5% of GDP on social safety nets, with 64% of expenditure allocated to the veterans’ 
payments in 2019 (World Bank, 2022)

However there is concern about a potential fiscal cliff if the Petroleum Funds declines due to drying up of 
oil revenues, with the potential to cause political instability if payments cease abruptly due to lack of funds 

The project aims to provide insights into how sensitive debates about social assistance targeting and 
funding can be opened up, based on citizen perceptions of deservingness, fairness and rights.



State Legitimacy & 
Social Protection
• State legitimacy defined as public acceptance of the underlying system of rules and expectations from 

which the actions of the government derive (Migdal, 2001)
• A key component of state building

• Service delivery can support or undermine state legitimacy, depending on local perceptions of fairness 
(McLoughlin, 2015)

• Social protection has played an important role in Timor-Leste’s state-building process
• For example, the veterans' scheme “has become a core nation-building pillar” (Kent and Kinsella, 2014: 476)

• Framed as contributing to the “construction of citizenship” and “combining duties to social rights” in 
the National Strategy for Social Protection 2021-2030

• Questions of fairness – targeting 

• Questions of sustainability - funding 



Research Questions

How do government narratives and 
citizen perceptions of social 

assistance allocation in Timor-
Leste interact?

What are the implications for state 
legitimacy in post-conflict settings?



Methodology

• Mixed methods approach

• ‘Lab-in-the field’ experiment
• Questionnaire
• Allocation exercise (4 rounds)
• Focus group discussion

• Semi-structured interviews 
with key stakeholders involved 
with designing and delivering 
social assistance schemes 



Research Sites

Municipality Characteristics

Dili Urban, Central

Bobonaro (Maliana) Peri-urban, West

Baucau (Laga) Rural, East
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If I do something for someone else, I want something in return

Fieldwork: Timor−Leste (Dili, Bobonaro (Maliana), Baucau (Laga)), October−November 2022 | Sample n=282

Finding 1 – Rights and duties 

49% of respondents disagree or strongly disagree that they want something in return for helping someone else



Finding 1 – Rights and duties 

Should people have to do something in return for receiving a government transfer?

For most recipients of social assistance, there is an expectation that recipients use the money 
in certain ways – for social goals

o Provide healthy and nutritious food for themselves and their children
o Send their children to school
o Contribute to the development of the country

Veterans are considered to have made their contributions to the country in the past during the 
independence struggle, while the recipients of the other social assistance schemes are 
expected to contribute to the future of the country.
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If people can work, then they do not need to be helped

Fieldwork: Timor−Leste (Dili, Bobonaro (Maliana), Baucau (Laga)), October−November 2022 | Sample n=282

Finding 2 – Social assistance and work

61.6% of the sample agree or strongly agree that if people can work then they do not need to be helped, while 
20.2% either disagree or strongly disagree 



Finding 2 – Social assistance and work

Labour capacity is not the main determinant of deservingness, although income level 
plays a role

“people whose salary is more than $500 cannot get this subsidy and in contrast to people 
whose salary are below $500 or have no Job, you can say that unemployed they totally have 
right can get it.” (FGD 3, Maliana, November 2022)

Some of the youth participants felt that categorisation by salary level was unfair, 
recognising that people can be working and still be poor



Allocation exercise



Finding 3 – Youth

Young people (30 and under) gave 
significantly less to the veteran 
categories (between 76-100% less)

This is very different to people over 
30 – who even increased payments 
to families with a veteran



Fairness & Equity 

Transfer amounts: “We think it's unfair because veterans have an increased salary and the 
elderly as well as Bolsa da Mãe have a low salary and it's not enough to meet family needs” 
(FGD 1b, Laga, November 2022)

Youth are an increasingly important demographic (74% of the population are under 35) but 
are not covered by social assistance or insurance policies 

This group may become more of a threat to instability than veterans, but are not currently 
part of the government’s calculations about social policies to maintain peace and stability 

Exclusion: “only some people have access to their rights” (FGD 2, Dili, November 2022)

Eligibility and access: “it’s unfair, because we only receive medals and don’t receive the money” 
(FGD 4, Maliana, November 2022)



Conclusions & Implications

Rights and duties applied differently to different 
groups – based on past or future contributions 

Possible entry points for debates about targeting and 
funding, balancing political stability with concerns 
about a fiscal cliff 

Social rather than instrumental motivations for assistance, with contributions to society 
perceived as social and collective, rather than narrowly economic

Veterans’ scheme continues to be an embedded idea, but there are some challenges to this 
based on fairness and equity claims 



Opportunities for debate and re-framing

1.

Listening to 
youth voices

2.

Addressing 
exclusion

3.

Re-framing 
redistribution 
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