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ABSTRACT
Introduction  South Asian countries are ageing and 
experiencing a rapid increase in proportion of the older 
population. Income support programmes are of central 
importance for the older adults as they may help to 
mitigate the poverty risks associated with ageing and 
losing the ability to generate income from labour. Evidence 
related to the income support programmes can help 
in understanding whether the programmes have been 
impactful. This scoping review will map the evidence (and 
gaps) related to income support programmes and create 
a base to identify the feasibility of future primary research 
and/or the scope of systematic reviews in the areas where 
evidence is available.
Methods and analysis  The Joanna Briggs Institute 
scoping review methodology will be followed. Eligibility 
criteria for the scoping review will be based on the ‘PCC’ 
or the ‘Population–Concept–Context’ concept. Advanced 
search for the relevant articles will be conducted in 
MEDLINE (via PubMed), Embase, Scopus, Campbell 
Collaboration, 3ie International Initiative for Impact 
Evaluation and Web of Science. Additional resources 
search will be conducted in important organisational 
websites. Findings of the scoping review will be 
summarised using descriptive information (frequencies 
and percentages) for the available evidence on concept (ie, 
income support programmes), population characteristics 
and other study variables.
Ethics and dissemination  The review is based on data 
from available literature, hence an ethical approval is 
not necessary. With this review, we attempt to provide 
recommendations to the research community and the 
policymakers about the currently available evidence and 
the research required for income support of older adults 
in South Asia, so that resources can be directed towards 
addressing the same. We plan to disseminate the findings 
through presentation in international conference and 
publication in a peer-reviewed journal.
Review registration  Not registered.

INTRODUCTION
Population ageing or relative increase 
of older age groups in a population is a 
phenomenon experienced in almost all coun-
tries around the world. In 2019, there were 
around 703 million people above the age of 
65 years living around the globe. This number 

is estimated to increase to 1.5 billion by 2050.1 
The percentage of people above age 65 years 
has increased from 6% in the year 1990 to 9% 
in 2019 and is projected to increase to 16% by 
2050. According to the United Nations (UN) 
report, four regions of the world including 
Central and South Asia will witness a doubling 
of the older population by 2050.1

Population ageing is accompanied by 
various concerns, ranging from the sustain-
ability of statutory healthcare and pension 
systems over fiscal imbalances, to declining 
labour force participation and economic 
productivity. At the core of these concerns are 
the rising average life spans and the potential 
decline in physical health and cognitive func-
tioning with increased age. In South Asia, the 
life expectancy at birth has risen from 37.4 
years in the early 1950s to 71.2 years in 2015–
2020 and is expected to increase by 6 more 
years by 2050.1 In the period 2015–2020, a 
65-year-old South Asian could expect to live 
on an average of 15.4 more years.1 This gain 
in life years was accompanied by a rise in non-
communicable disease (NCD) prevalence 
that substantially contributed to the years 
lived with disability among the older popu-
lation.2 3 In 2019, NCDs accounted for 81% 

Strengths and limitations of this study

►► This scoping review will follow the Joanna Briggs 
Institute’s methods and will undertake comprehen-
sive database and additional resources search, for 
example, searching organisational websites and ref-
erence checking of the included studies.

►► Considering the language limitation to English and 
difficulty in accessing some of the unpublished doc-
uments, there may be possibility of missing some 
publications.

►► There may be heterogeneity in definition of old-
er adults or retirement age and income support 
programmes, which may affect drawing common 
conclusion.
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of the years lived with disabilities among the South Asian 
population aged 65–89 years.4

The gain in years of life in combination with an increase 
in NCD prevalence become particularly challenging 
for the older adults, who lose their capacity to generate 
income and rely on the support of others, over longer 
periods of their lives. Low income and general income 
insecurity are the most common challenges experienced 
by the older people in South Asia, often associated with 
poverty and social exclusion. In these low/middle-income 
countries (LMICs), the poverty risk is especially prevalent 
as many older adults cannot rely on public support, but 
require private savings or family support to cover their 
needs.5 In South Asian countries like India, the middle 
generation provides financial and in-kind support for 
their older parents, and at the same time for their depen-
dent children. In case of limited resources and extended 

periods of need, the older adults may also witness a rela-
tive decline of family support.6

Lack of enabling environment with regard to infrastruc-
ture, that is, absence of friendly homes for older adults 
and transportation facilities, is one of the most common 
and ignored (in countries like India) challenges faced by 
older adults in their daily lives.7 The needs and challenges 
of the older adults vary according to their age, literacy 
level, socioeconomic status, health, living conditions and 
other contextual factors.8 Living arrangements like joint 
family systems in India define problems faced by the older 
adults as at post-retirement, they become dependent on 
the economic capacity of the family unit. In such systems, 
the family and community become a source of informal 
financial and social support for the older adults.8 Never-
theless, there are older adults in India who are living 
alone or with their partner. With the increasing trend of 
smaller family size, especially in the urban areas, older 
adults choose to (or are forced to) live on their own.9 
Income support schemes play an important role in all of 
the above arrangements, by providing financial indepen-
dence to the older adults.

The poverty risk also has a strong gender component, 
as older women in South Asia are economically depen-
dent on their spouses or other male relatives. This 
dependency arises from substantially lower labour force 
participation,10 lower educational attainment,11 longer 
life expectancy and more years spent in poor health.12 
Hence, women are particularly vulnerable and in need of 
family support as their abilities to generate savings from 
labour are limited and they are lacking public support 
for old age. Apart from gender, the old age poverty risks 
are also determined by the socioeconomic position over 
the life course.13 Despite major improvements in the 
last decade, social exclusion, and economic and health 
inequalities remain important obstacles to avoid poverty 
at older ages.14 15 According to the UN’s Human Devel-
opment Report, South Asian countries still face high 
inequalities in education, income or job security.16 With 
a steadily increasing life expectancy in South Asia, the 
number of dependent older people will exert pressure on 
the available resources and general economic condition 
of their families.

Income support programmes or pension schemes 
are of central importance for the older adults and their 
families, as these programmes may help to mitigate the 
age-related poverty risks of losing the ability to generate 
income from labour. In the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) adopted by all UN member states, (tax-
funded) income support provision for the older adults is 
explicitly mentioned as a target to reduce poverty (SDG 
1). They also acknowledge the poverty risk of families 
with dependent older family members and the need for 
assistance of families to prevent poverty. SDG 5 high-
lights the need for social pensions for older women, as a 
measure of improving women’s status in the family and 
community, and to give them greater decision-making 
autonomy.17

Box 1  Enhanced scoping review framework (Peters et 
al)21

►► Defining and aligning the objectives/questions.
►► Developing and aligning the inclusion criteria with the objectives 
and questions.

►► Describing the planned approach to evidence searching and 
selection.

►► Searching for the evidence.
►► Selecting the evidence.
►► Extracting the evidence.
►► Charting the evidence.
►► Summarising the evidence in relation to the different objectives and 
questions.

►► Consultation of the information scientists or experts (this process 
should be considered throughout).

Figure 1  Eligibility criteria. LMICs, low/middle-income 
countries; SES, socioeconomic status.
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South Asian governments have announced income 
support schemes for older adults to tackle the problem of 
income insecurity. Programmes like National Social Assis-
tance Program, Indira Gandhi National Old Age Pension 
Scheme, Senior Citizen Savings Schemes, Pradhan 
Mantri Vyaya Vandana Yojana and Varishtha Pension 
Bima Yojana are some of the schemes proposed by the 
Indian government to help older adults. Programmes 
in other South Asian countries are Old Age Allowances, 
Nepal (introduced by the government in 1994), for all 
citizens of 60+ years who are not entitled to contributory 
pensions18; allowances for widow, destitute and deserted 
women, Bangladesh, introduced in 2010 by the World 
Bank19; and the Elderly Assistance Programme, Sri 
Lanka, which is a cash transfer programme introduced 
by the government for citizens aged 70+ years, without 
any other income.20

Evidence related to the implementation and impact of 
these income support programmes is needed to under-
stand whether these programmes have been successful 
or require modifications for improvement, and to under-
stand the reach/coverage of these programmes. This can 
be used for informing policymakers if they made prog-
ress in achieving the SDGs or if alterations in the schemes 
are required. This scoping review proposes mapping the 
evidence related to the older adults’ income support 
programmes, including the type of evidence available, 
gender-specific benefits proposed by the income support 
programmes and the related gaps in the available 
research knowledge. To date, a scoping review in this 
domain has not been conducted in South Asia, therefore, 
our review will create a base to identify the feasibility of 
future primary research and/or the scope of systematic 
reviews in the areas where the evidence is available. The 
aim of this scoping review is to map evidence related to 
income support programmes for older adults in South 
Asia.

We will define and align the following research questions: 
(a) What are the different income support programmes 
for older adults in South Asia?; (b) What is the type of 
evidence available on the impact of these income support 
programmes on the lives of the older adults living in these 
regions?; (c) What are the gaps in the research related to 
older adult income support programmes in South Asia?

METHODS AND ANALYSIS
Protocol design
We will follow the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) scoping 
review methodology21 devised using Arksey and O’Malley 
framework22 and Levac et al framework23; which was 
further modified by Peters et al.21 The different stages 
under this methodology are as follows: (a) defining and 
aligning the objectives or questions; (b) defining and 
aligning inclusion criteria with the objectives and ques-
tions; (c) describing the planned approach to evidence 
searching and selection; (d) searching for the evidence; 
(e) selecting the evidence; (f) extracting the evidence; 
(g) charting the evidence; (h) summarising the evidence 
in relation to the different objectives and questions; (i) 
consultation of the information scientists or experts. 
Box  1 presents the scoping review framework after 
enhancements by Peters et al.21 Protocol amendments, 
if any, will be documented with justification in the final 
review.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
The eligibility criteria for the scoping review will be based 
on the ‘PCC’ or the ‘Population–Concept–Context’ 
concept and will include the types of resources compo-
nent, as presented in figure 1.

Population
Older population above 60 years of age (as 60 years is the 
age when people on average retire in South Asia), residing 
in South Asia. Both citizens and refugees will be included. 
People availing benefits from any other schemes (other 
than the defined income support programmes that do 
not qualify under any of the pillars mentioned in the 
operational definition below) and retired government 
employees receiving regular pension will not be included.

Concept
The main concept for this scoping review is the 
income support programmes or the financial support 
programmes for the older adults, also known as the old 
age pension programmes. Income support programmes 
operational in South Asia and qualifying under the five 
pillars described below will be included. Evidence related 
to the impact of these programmes on the income secu-
rity of the older adults, socioeconomic status, well-being 
and health status of the older adults will be charted.

Income support programmes are one of the 
programmes for the older adults or the pension system 
that reduce the risk associated with ageing.24 According 
to the World Bank, income support programmes consist 
of certain elements that have specific characteristics to 
increase individual and societal benefit and reduce risks. 
Such income support programmes are called multip-
illar income support programmes with five basic pillars: 
(1) zero pillar or non-contributory pillar, this is social 
pension that provides minimal level of prevention; (2) 
first pillar or the contributory system that is related to 
earning and replaces a certain part of income; (3) second 

Figure 2  Three-step searching process for scoping review.
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pillar which is mandatory and which means the personal 
savings account; (4) third pillar which is voluntary, the 
form can be individual, employer sponsored, and is flex-
ible and discretionary in nature; (5) fourth pillar that 
is intergenerational or intrafamily support to the older 
adults, in form or financial or non-financial support.24 We 
will use the above-mentioned definition and components 
or multipillar programme for defining and identifying 
the income support programmes in this scoping review.

Context
The setting for this scoping review will be the low-resource 
setting LMICs in the South Asian region, that is, India, 
Pakistan, Bhutan, Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Afghan-
istan and Maldives. The studies conducted among South 
Asians living in other countries will not be considered.

Types of resources
For this scoping review, we will consider the available 
resources that give information on the income support 
programmes, for example, primary studies, systematic 
reviews, meta-analysis, impact evaluations and organi-
sational reports. We will not consider opinion articles, 
editorials and letters.

Search strategy
Search will be based on JBI’s three-step methodology of 
searching for scoping reviews. In the first step, a prelim-
inary limited search will be conducted in MEDLINE 
(via PubMed) and Scopus. The retrieved papers will 
then be checked and the relevant text terms (in the title 
and abstract of the papers) and the index/key terms 
mentioned in the retrieved articles will be used to build 
a search strategy for searching in all other relevant data-
bases such as MEDLINE (via PubMed), Embase, Scopus, 
Campbell Collaboration, 3ie International Initiative for 
Impact Evaluation and Web of Science; this will be the 
second step of the searching process. Search strategy to be 
used for searching in PubMed is given in online supple-
mental file 1. In the third step, the reference list of all the 
identified articles will be searched for additional studies. 
Authors of the studies/reports will be contacted, in case 
more information is needed on any article. English-
language articles published in the last 20 years will be 

included. Organisational websites will be searched for 
additional information and reports related to the income 
support programmes. The three-step searching process is 
depicted in figure 2.

Selection of sources of evidence and data management
Selection of the sources or articles, that is, screening 
of studies, will be independently performed by the 
reviewers. Disagreements on study exclusion will be 
resolved via consensus or by the third reviewer. Selection 
of the studies or screening will be based on the eligibility 
criteria, that is, the PCC concept and will be conducted 
in two stages: the title/abstract screening stage and the 
full-text screening stage. The titles and abstracts will 
be screened as per the eligibility criteria, the ones that 
qualify will be included for full-text screening and the 
rest will be excluded with documented reasons. The final 
included articles after full-text screening will be available 
for data extraction. The entire selection process will be 
reported using the Preferred Reporting Items for System-
atic Reviews and Meta-Analyses flow chart. Data will be 
managed with the help of EndNote V.X7 referencing soft-
ware and Microsoft Excel spreadsheets.

Extraction of results
Extraction or charting of the data will be done inde-
pendently, to provide a logical and descriptive summary of 
the results, which will be in alignment with the objective of 
the scoping review. The extraction of results will be done 
by using a charting table that will consist of bibliograph-
ical details such as author details and year of publication; 
study details such as objectives of the study and country 
of origin; population characteristics; methodology of the 
study; details about the income support programme and 
the impact of income support programme; findings rele-
vant to the review question, etc. The charting table will 
be modified during the review stage and will be updated 
based on the data. Charting of the studies will be an iter-
ative process where the chart table will be continuously 
updated. Preliminary charting format is given in table 1.

Data analysis
This scoping review will provide descriptive information 
(frequencies and percentages) for the available evidence 

Table 1  Data extraction or charting table

Sl no Details Information

1 Bibliographical details Author, year of publication, publisher details

2. Study details Objectives of the study, methodology of the study (design, type of analysis, 
etc)

3 Geographical location Country of origin, location

4 Population characteristics Number, age, gender, socioeconomic status, etc

5 Intervention details Information about the income support programmes and the benefits offered

6 Outcome Impact of the income support programme on income security, health status

7 Other findings relevant to the review 
question

Type of evidence, gaps in research knowledge, research priority areas

https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-050676
https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-050676
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on concept and population, that is, income support 
programmes and for population characteristics and for 
other data variables reported in the Extraction of results 
section. As this is a scoping review, we will not perform 
quality assessment of the included studies. Additionally, 
we will not perform sensitivity analysis, subgroup analysis 
or meta-regression and will not report publication bias. 
As we are only mapping the evidence available for income 
support programmes in South Asia, and not synthesising 
the findings, therefore, we will not perform Grading of 
Recommendations, Assessment, Development and Evalu-
ations for assessing the certainty or strength of the body 
of synthesised evidence

Presentation of results
The results of the scoping review will be presented in 
a tabular form. Results for the different types of older 
adults’ income support programmes will be presented in 
a table that will give information about the (a) name of 
the income support programme; (b) type of the income 
support programme; (c) country or location; (d) popu-
lation covered and (e) benefits offered, as presented in 
table 2.

The evidence on income support programmes will 
be mapped according to the following categories: (a) 

intervention type; (b) study population; (c) outcome 
of the intervention; (d) country/location; (e) type of 
evidence (research method); (f) gaps in the research. 
This is presented in table 2. The contents of this table are 
based on preliminary understanding of the topic and will 
be modified based on the data and findings of the scoping 
review. For the final presentation, this map will be colour 
coded according to the different categories and subcat-
egories. Table 3 is supported by a hypothetical example, 
for the purpose of readers’ understanding (design and 
content of the table with respect to the mapped variables 
can be modified after completing the data extraction).

Patient and public involvement
We did not involve patients or the public while designing 
this protocol.

ETHICS AND DISSEMINATION
To the best of our knowledge, this scoping review is based 
on a novel concept, to gather the evidence on income 
support programmes for older adults in South Asia. 
The review does not require ethical approval, because 
it is based on the literature that is already available. The 
findings from this scoping review will be used to advise 

Table 2  Information about income support programmes for older adults in South Asia

Sl no

Name of the 
income support 
programme/scheme

Type of the 
programme Country/location Population covered Benefits offered

Example Indira Gandhi 
National Old Age 
Pension Scheme

Zero pillar of income 
support by central 
government and state 
governments of India

India Elderly population 
above 60 years, 
belonging to a 
below poverty line 
household

Monthly pension of 
200 Indian rupees

Table 3  Map for the available evidence

Study ID

Categories

Intervention 
name and type

Study 
population Outcome

Country/
location Type of evidence Gaps

Subcategories

Name and 
type of income 
support 
programme

Older adult, 
dependent, 
widow/
widower, 
separated, age

Income security, 
well-being, SES 
status, health

Country, 
rural/urban 
setting

Primary research, 
SR, meta-analysis

Gaps in research 
knowledge or 
evidence

Xyz (example) Indira Gandhi 
National Old 
Age Pension 
Scheme—central 
government-
funded income 
support 
programme

Older adults 
above 60 years 
(including 
destitute, 
widow), from 
below poverty 
line household

Household 
expenditure, 
social security, 
poverty status, 
health indicators

India Primary research 
via one-time cross-
sectional survey

Not able to 
estimate 
effectiveness or 
impact of the 
programme due 
to study design 
limitations

SES, socioeconomic status; SR, systematic review.
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the research community and the policymakers about the 
existing available evidence and the research required for 
income support of older adults in South Asia, so that the 
resources can be directed towards addressing the same. 
We plan to disseminate the findings through presentation 
in international conference and publication in a widely 
accessible peer-reviewed journal.

Twitter Prachi Pundir @prachipundir and Shradha S Parsekar @ParsekarShrads
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