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Social Development Reform in the Duterte Administration 

  

Abstract 

 

  

Based on government statistics on social development, the administration of President Duterte—

before the COVID-19 pandemic—had been faring well in alleviating poverty,  combatting 

hunger, and keeping Filipino children in school.    The official numbers, however,  do not match 

the current reality of Filipinos as shown by self-rated indicators of poverty and hunger and by 

recent reports of problems relating to health, incomes and education.  Dr. Abao and Dr. 

Cornelio discuss the disconnect between these two narratives and the unexpected sustained 

popularity of President Duterte amidst the pandemic.  They examine whether or not  the Duterte 

administration has indeed been faring well in social development,  before and during the Covid-

19 pandemic. 

 

 

 

Introduction  

  Apart from its campaign against criminality, social development is also a fundamental 

thrust of this administration. In 2016, it launched its Social Development Initiatives as a series of 

conversations to “listen to the realities, dreams, and vulnerabilities of Filipinos.”1 Five years 

since that event, observers are now in a position to assess whether the administration has been 

successful with respect to fostering social development. Indeed, the state celebrates its 

milestones. In its Kasama sa Pamana pre-SONA report, released in early 2021, no less than the 

Philippine Information Agency applauds the administration’s accomplishments in combating 

hunger and ensuring food accessibility.2 

Probing these claims, this section pays attention to the following areas: poverty, hunger, 

educational access, and budget allocated to social services. The assessments here are based on 

                                                
1 https://www.officialgazette.gov.ph/2016/08/19/dutertes-social-development-initiatives-launched/ 

2 https://pia.gov.ph/features/articles/1073242 
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quantitative and, if available, also qualitative data. While we have drawn on official government 

statistics, we have relied too on self-rated indicators. The use of self-rated indicators is useful as 

a way to measure the impact of government interventions on ordinary Filipinos especially in the 

areas of nutrition, livelihood, and education. To the extent possible, we have also drawn on 

qualitative material to probe the sentiments and attitudes underpinning these indicators. Taken 

together, self-rated indicators and qualitative data provide counterpoints to claims and narratives 

made by the state about the strides it has made. 

  

  

Duterte’s enduring popularity 

  

 

  We begin by making sense of Duterte’s enduring popularity among Filipinos. The latest 

data from SWS show that by the end of 2019, Duterte’s net satisfaction rating was +72.3 (In 

terms of proportion, 82% of Filipino adults were satisfied while only 10% were not.) For SWS, 

this was an excellent net rating, which even exceeded the +65 the President received in 

September of the same year. Although Duterte received high performance ratings across all 

regions, notable was the fact that he garnered the highest marks from Mindanao and the Visayas. 

Notable too was the increase he received from low-income Filipinos. His net rating rose to +71 

(from +57 in September 2019) among class E Filipinos. Among class D Filipinos, his net rating 

was +72.4 

 

Figure 1: Presidential Net Satisfaction Ratings (Social Weather Stations) from 1986 to 2019 

                                                
3 http://www.sws.org.ph/swsmain/artcldisppage/?artcsyscode=ART-20200121185102  

4 https://www.rappler.com/nation/duterte-satisfaction-rating-sws-survey-december-2019 
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Source: Social Weather Stations 

 
 

  Administered a year later, Pulse Asia’s survey data reflected the same patterns. In 

September 2020—months since the first lockdowns were implemented around the country—

Duterte’s performance approval rating peaked at 91%.5 Once again, he was most popular in 

Mindanao (97%) and among class D (90%) and class E (95%) Filipinos. 

If we are to rely on commentaries in the news and social media, Duterte’s high ratings 

have been controversial for the administration’s critics. As a result, some of them have even 

called into question the very credibility of these surveys. For many commentators, the condition 

of the economy (especially in the wake of the pandemic) has made it difficult to accept these 

results.6 Nor does it seem to make sense that his popularity has increased among the poor when 

the war on drugs has disproportionately targeted their communities.7 

But there are in fact potential explanations. Some observers have pointed to the 

administration’s “performative governance”, referring to the projection that it is in control of the 

crisis.8 This then accounts for the administration’s strategy to keep comparing its 

accomplishments to states that have performed worse with respect to COVID-19.9 In addition to 

                                                
5 http://www.pulseasia.ph/september-2020-nationwide-survey-on-the-performance-and-trust-ratings-of-the-top-philippine-government-officials-and-the-

performance-ratings-of-key-government-institutions/ 

6 https://www.rappler.com/voices/thought-leaders/opinion-newspoint-false-trust 

7 https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/commentary-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ugly-of-rodrigo-duterte-s-9211678 

8 https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/why-dutertes-approval-rating-stands-at-91 

9 https://www.manilatimes.net/2021/05/04/opinion/columnists/topanalysis/spinning-pandemic-numbers/869674 
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these are other explanations grounded in people’s sentiments. In September 2020, 92% of 

Filipinos were in fact convinced that Duterte has “done well in terms of preventing the spread of 

COVID-19 in the country.” Coinciding with this statistic is the high approval rating (84%) for 

providing financial assistance to affected households.10 

There are explanations too for the popularity of the war on drugs among the poor. 

According to SWS, the top reason why Filipinos approve of the campaign is that they believe the 

number of drug suspects has declined.11 This might in fact be the case for many of the 

campaign’s hotspots. Indeed, a national survey administered by the Dangerous Drugs Board 

revealed that the number of illegal drug users declined from 4 million in 2016 to around 1.67 

million by 2019.12 And there is a moral dimension to the popular support for the war on drugs. 

Ethnographic work by some scholars has shown, for example, that in urban poor communities, 

locals support the campaign because it enables them to live in a safe environment and pursue 

“decent” lives as hardworking citizens.13 Underpinning this moral politics is the religious 

conviction that drug users are “sinners”.14 In this view, Duterte’s presidency has the moral 

ascendancy—and even divine mandate—to restore social order. 

How far this administration’s popularity can go on these milestones is yet to be seen, 

especially as the socioeconomic impact of COVID-19 continues to be unabated. Nevertheless, if 

there is any lesson to be learned from recent studies on leadership satisfaction, it is that the 

popularity of an administration is not necessarily tied to the state of the economy. Especially in 

recent years, evidence points to herd behavior and disinformation as potential factors.15 

  

 

Poverty 

 

Poverty incidence in the past two decades—and in the past two administrations–has been 

steadily declining. During the administration of President Benigno Aquino III, poverty levels fell 

from 26.3% in 2009 (a year before the start of this administration) to 23.5% in 2015. At the time, 
                                                
10 https://www.rappler.com/nation/filipinos-approval-duterte-government-covid-19-response-pulse-asia-survey-september-2020 

11 https://www.philstar.com/headlines/2019/09/23/1954156/82-pinoys-satisfied-drug-war-sws 

12 https://www.ddb.gov.ph/newsroom/511-2019-drug-survey-shows-drug-use-prevalence-rate-falls-to-2-05 

13 https://www.jstor.org/stable/45014309 

14 https://doi.org/10.1080/21567689.2019.1617135 

15 https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3519651 
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this was the lowest poverty rate that the Philippines had seen since 2003 -- when the poverty rate 

was 24.9%. During the administration of President Duterte (which started in 2016), poverty 

dipped even further to 16.7% (in 2018). This means that now, only 16.7% of Filipinos live below 

the poverty threshold, which, according to PSA, is set at P10,727.00.  

 Moreover, poverty incidence has been declining in each of the island regions, from the 

years 2006 to 2018: from 17.9% to 9.3% in Luzon, from 34.5% to 20.2% in the Visayas, and 

from 40.4% to 31.6% in Mindanao. In the same period, subsistence incidence (poroportion of 

Filipinos living below the food threshold) revealed the same trend: from 4.8% to 2.2% in Luzon, 

from 12.3% to 5.8% in the Visayas, and from 16.0% to 12.2% in Mindanao. It is worth noting 

though that while decline in both poverty and subsistence rates can be seen in Visayas and 

Mindanao, poverty rates in these island groups are still higher than in Luzon. 

  

Figure 2: Poverty Incidence Among Population (Whole Philippines) 

 
Source: Philippine Statistics Authority 

 

Figure 3: Poverty Incidence Among Population (by Island Group) 
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Source: Philippine Statistics Authority 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Subsistence Incidence Among Population (by Island Group) 

 
Source: Philippine Statistics Authority 
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At least two issues have to be considered in examining government data on poverty. Firstly, that 

the poverty threshold is always debatable because what constitutes “basic food” and “non-food 

requirements” can be contested. The government has, in fact, changed the official threshold in 

recent years: from P9,452.00 in 2015 to P10,727.00 in 2018. Moreover, in 2020, the government 

claimed that it was again considering changing the “basic menu” because the cost of basic needs 

may have already adjusted.16 All this points to the need to subject government data to further 

scrutiny. The determination of who is “poor” should not be left to government alone.  

 Secondly, poverty measurements are important because state agencies must identify 

which and how many families need assistance. When an administration overestimates its poverty 

measurements, this means that it could be neglecting a significant portion of the population that 

should be assisted. Especially at a time of economic crisis, like COVID-19, the state cannot 

afford to make mistakes in identifying the country’s “poor”. No less than the World Bank has 

already claimed that the pandemic will cause 2.7 million more Filipinos to fall below the Bank’s 

poverty threshold of $3.20 per day per capita.17 

 

Self-rated poverty  

 

Relying on official government data, one can assert that the poverty situation in the 

Philippines has been steadily improving. But this claim needs to be interrogated. One way of 

doing this is by comparing it to self-rated poverty indicators. This affords observers of a 

“bottom-up perspective on poverty”, which is meaningful insofar as it reveals how ordinary 

people experience their own socioeconomic conditions.18 Specifically, respondents are asked to 

categorize their respective households as poor, borderline poor, or not poor. 

Like poverty incidence, self-rated poverty has been generally declining since the 1980s. 

But the past five years have shown some signs of reversal. Interestingly, the lowest annual 

average was recorded at 44% (of Filipino households) in 2016, the year Duterte won the 

                                                
16 https://businessmirror.com.ph/2020/02/07/psa-eyes-changes-in-computing-poverty-level 

17 https://business.inquirer.net/313528/world-bank-pandemic-to-sink-2-7m-more-filipinos-in-poverty 

18 https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/7.1.40 
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elections. The figure crawled back up to 46% in 2017 and then 48% in 2018 before sliding down 

to 45% in 2019. In 2020, however, the figure was back at 48%.19 An upward trend, in other 

words, characterizes self-rated poverty under Duterte’s presidency. 

Which households though? The pattern cuts across all regions. Families who considered 

themselves poor increased in Metro Manila from 32% in 2016 to 45% in 2020. Elsewhere, the 

pattern is the same in the same period: 40% to 42% in Balance Luzon, 55% to 60% in the 

Visayas, and 51% to 54% in Mindanao. Although the economy has continued to contract for the 

fifth straight month (in the first quarter of 2021), the country’s economic managers are hopeful 

that “this losing streak won’t last as long because the 2021 COVID-19 spike is already easing.”20  

We wish to challenge this point, however. Given that the rise began in 2017, it is a 

mistake to simply dismiss it as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Also, in spite of the same 

upward trend across all regions, it is worth highlighting that at the end of Duterte’s 

administration, self-rated poverty in Visayas and Mindanao is higher than the national average. 

 

Figure 5: Self-rated poverty in the Philippines  

 
Source: Social Weather Stations 

Figure 6: Self-rated poverty in the Philippines per Island Group 

                                                
19 https://www.sws.org.ph/swsmain/artcldisppage/?artcsyscode=ART-20201214164504 

20 https://news.abs-cbn.com/business/05/11/21/dissecting-data-economy-sheds-over-p2-trillion-in-15-months-as-quarantines-bite 
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Source: Social Weather Stations 

Self-rated hunger 

  

  Closely related to self-rated poverty is the experience of hunger among Filipino 

households. While the government claims that it is “well on its way” to achieving zero hunger, it 

admits too that the pandemic has arrested the entire effort. In January 2021, Cabinet Secretary 

Karlo Nograles, chair of the Inter-Agency Task Force on Zero Hunger, committed to bringing 

back the hunger incidence to its pre-pandemic level.21] 

  SWS began recording self-rated hunger among Filipino households in 1998. 

Interestingly, the lowest annual average (7%) was recorded in 2003 during the presidency of 

Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo. From 2004 until 2014, the figure climbed up until it peaked at almost 

20% in 2011 and 2012. From then on it declined until it reached 9.3% in 2019, the lowest in 

                                                
21 https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1127033 
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more than a decade. By 2020, hunger incidence more than doubled, averaging at 21.1% (in 

Septemer 2020, it even peaked at 30.7% of Filipino households).22] 

  Which households went hungry? Disaggregating the data according to region is once 

again helpful to discern patterns. From 2016-2019, annual averages of self-rated hunger declined 

across all regions. In Metro Manila, it went down from 12.8% in 2016 to 11.3% in 2019. In the 

same period, the same downward trend took place in other regions: Balance Luzon (13.6% to 

8.5%), Visayas (13.9% to 9.2%), and Mindanao (12.7% to 9.9%). But by 2020, the figure is 

completely unfavorable for both Visayas (24.2%) and Mindanao (25.5%), regions that were also 

the worst hit in terms of self-rated poverty. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Self-rated Hunger in the Philippines  

 
Source: Social Weather Stations 

                                                
22 https://www.sws.org.ph/swsmain/artcldisppage/?artcsyscode=ART-20201216145500 
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Figure 7: Self-rated Hunger in the Philippines per Island Group 

 
Source: Social Weather Stations 

 

 

Education  

 

Similar to its official poverty statistics, government figures on education are also 

encouraging. Among elementary students, completion rates rose from 73.1% in 2007 to  97.20% 

in 2018. Said rise was visible for both boys and girls. Completion rates for boys rose from 68.4% 

to  95.30% in 2018 and completion rates for girls rose from 78.3% to 94.6%. 
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Among secondary level students, the completion rates also kept rising in the past decade: 

from 75.4% in 2007 to 88.4%. For this cohort, completion rates for boys rose from 70.1% to 

84.7% in 2018  and completion rates for girls rose from 80.5% to 93.0% in 2018 . 23   

Alongside promising completion rates, dropout rates have been declining. For both sexes 

among elementary students, rates dropped from 6.37% in 2006 to 0.47% in  2018 (for boys, from 

7.64% to 0.79%; for girls, from 5.0% to 0.14%). For secondary students, the drop out rates also 

declined, from 8.50% in 2006 to 3.38% in 2018 for both sexes; from 10.40% to 5.31% for boys, 

and, from 6.70% to 2.21% for girls.24  

The overall picture on education is bolstered by net enrolment or participation rates that 

have been promising as well – at least among elementary students and junior high students. Net 

enrolment rates refer to “the ratio of the enrolment for the age group corresponding to the 

population of the same age group in a given year”. For the elementary students cohort: net 

enrolment rate rose from 75.52% in 2007 to 94.05 in 2018 for both sexes (from 74.76% to 

94.30% in 2018 for boys; from 76.32% to 93.85% in 2018 for girls).25 For junior high school 

students: net enrolment rate rose from 74.19% in 2016 to 81.41% in 2018  for both sexes (from 

68.79% in 2016 to 77.24% in 2018  for boys; from 79.94% in 2016  to 85.82% in 2018   for 

girls).  

Net enrolment rates among senior high school students, meanwhile, are way lower than 

those of abovementioned cohorts: 51.24% for all sexes, 44.21% for boys, and 58.72% for girls in 

2018.26  

It must be noted, however, that the foregoing figures are pre-pandemic. There is no 

official data as of yet regarding the impact of the pandemic on enrolment. There are, however, 

data on access of schools to utilities needed for online learning, namely electricity, internet, and 

computers. In 2018, more than 90% of schools had access to electricity but access to the internet 

                                                
23 Completion Rate of elementary and secondary students (2006-2020) 

https://openstat.psa.gov.ph/PXWeb/pxweb/en/DB/DB__3I__G04/0043I3D41S1.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=309e6e75-f95d-489c-af9d-

6a2e6baaef0a  

24 Dropout Rate or School Leavers Rate in elementary and secondary students (2006-2020) 

https://openstat.psa.gov.ph/PXWeb/pxweb/en/DB/DB__3I__G04/0043I3D41S3.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=b48bd102-74f5-44a4-981d-

d18e65c27c58 

25 Net Enrolment Rate in elementary education (2006-2020) 

https://openstat.psa.gov.ph/PXWeb/pxweb/en/DB/DB__3I__G04/0043I3D43S1.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=b48bd102-74f5-44a4-981d-d18e65c27c58  

26 Net Enrolment Rate in secondary education (2016-2018) 

https://openstat.psa.gov.ph/PXWeb/pxweb/en/DB/DB__3I__G01/0013I3D1416.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=b48bd102-74f5-44a4-981d-d18e65c27c58 
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was only somewhere between 28% to 70% (with access of elementary level being the lowest) 

and access to computers was somewhere between 60% to 77% (with access of the Senior High 

level being the lowest). Given this variation, the Department of Education had to move the 

opening of classes from August 2020 to October 2020 because of “logistical limitations”.27  

 While it can be said that a significant number of Filipino children are in school, the 

numbers belie the quality of education that these children experience. For the 2018 Programme 

for International Student Assessment (PISA) of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD), the Philippines’ scores in Mathematics, Science, and Reading were all 

below the average of participating countries.28 And according to the 2019 Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS),29 the Philippines ranked last among 58 countries in 

Grade 4 math and science assessments.30 These assessments have been a wake-up call for the 

state and civil society. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Education completion rate across the Philippines (Elementary and Secondary)  

                                                
27 https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/8/14/deped-class-opening-october-

5.html?fbclid=IwAR3uM5lelLGGhKjhIHvWERsNNpMWaN3cZYv1Etz0LFYEcKxlAJ6Vja-3pA0 

28 https://www.deped.gov.ph/2019/12/04/statement-on-the-philippines-ranking-in-the-2018-pisa-results/ 

29 https://www.iea.nl/sites/default/files/2021-01/TIMSS%202019-International-Results-in-Mathematics-and-

Science.pdf?fbclid=IwAR3ROc7TDIXyB4lsOzxLdbYvKSO7eqr2f6EXjzA54NIXkI0XrBm0noBiD-c 

30 https://www.rappler.com/nation/filipino-students-lagging-behind-math-science-timms-international-results-2019 
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Source: Philippine Statistics Authority 

Figure 9: Education dropout rate across the Philippines (Elementary and Secondary)  

 
Source: Philippine Statistics Authority 

 

Figure 10: Net Enrollment Rate across the Philippines (Elementary and Secondary)  
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Source: Philippine Statistics Authority 

Figure 11: Access to electricity, internet and computers in schools  

 
Source: Philippine Statistics Authority 
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Budget allocation  

 

Under the Duterte administration, the social services sector comprises roughly 40% of the 

total annual budget. This sector includes the following: (i) education, (ii) health, (iii) social 

security, welfare and employment, and (iv) housing. Compared to other sectors, it consistently 

receives the largest share of the pie: economic services (27-30%), general public services (16-

17%), debt burden (14.0%), and defense (4%).  

The education sector has been receiving the largest chunk of the social services’ budget. 

The budget item for education has been crucial especially under the Duterte administration, with 

the passage of RA 10931 or the “Universal Access to Quality Tertiary Education Act” in 2016. 

In 2018, the first year of the implementation of this law, the GAA allotment was PhP 40 billion. 

In 2019, PhP 11 billion was added to this fund.31  

While education has taken up the lion’s share of the Duterte government’s budgets in the 

past four years, the health budget has been very minimal. Surprisingly, even in spite of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the health budget of the 2020 GAA constituted onlyt 4%. The explanation 

for this is that the budget for other health-related items were under the “support for government 

corporations”.32 Philhealth’s more than 60 billion peso budget for 2019, for example, was not 

under the health services budget.  

When the pandemic hit in early 2000, even the combined budget of the Department of 

Health and Philhealth—amounting to PhP 165 billion—was not enough to meet the challenges of 

the health crisis. By March 2020, Congress passed RA 11494 (or the “Bayanihan to Heal as One 

Act”) which gave the President additional powers to deal with the health crisis, including the 

power to realign funds already approved under the 2019 GAA.33 Bayanihan Fund Act 1 

amounted to PhP 140 billion and on top of this, the Department of Budget Management also 

released PhP 1.75 billion (charged to the regular funds of pertinent agencies such as the DOH).34 

This Bayanihan 1 Fund was meant to enable government to release PhP 5,000 per household to 

at least 18 million households as “emergency subsidy”. Moreover, RA 11520 or “Bayanihan 2” 

                                                
31https://unifast.gov.ph/uniqtea.php#:~:text=In%20fact%2C%20aside%20from%20the,Subsidy%20in%20AY%202019%2D2020. 

32 https://www.rappler.com/newsbreak/in-depth/winners-losers-national-budget-philippines-2019 

33 https://www.officialgazette.gov.ph/downloads/2020/03mar/20200401-IRR-RA-11469-RRD.pdf 

34 https://www.dbm.gov.ph/index.php/secretary-s-corner/press-releases/list-of-press-releases/1748-dbm-releases-p77-98-billion-for-the-

implementation-of-the-bayanihan-to-recover-as-one-act 
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was passed by Congress and signed into law by the President in January 2021. This allowed the 

government to release another PhP 165.5 billion.35 

President Duterte’s pronouncements regarding the availability of public funds for 

COVID-19 have been extremely inconsistent. In one press conference he declared that “I have 

lots of money” and yet in another, complained that “the Philippines is sinking”. The 

insufficiency of public funds to respond to COVID-19 has been the subject of many public 

conversations and political commentaries.36 Allegations of corruption in Philhealth have also 

been persistent—ever since the resignation of three of its officials in July 2020 over corruption 

issues. In August 2020, both the Lower House and the Senate conducted investigations into these 

allegations, but none resulted in any significant reform of Philhealth bureaucracy.37  

Very recently, government inadequacy and alleged corruption of health funds have again 

been highlighted with the emergence of community pantries that delivered food for free, directly 

to the poor.38 What started as one cart in Maginhawa Village of Quezon City on April 14, 2021, 

became a popular citizens’ movement. As of this writing, hundreds of community pantries have 

been established across the country. Government tried to stop these pantries from flourishing 

through red-tagging and harassment, but these efforts have failed in the face of citizens’ resolve 

to help neighbors in need.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
35 

36 https://www.rappler.com/voices/thought-leaders/analysis-does-duterte-have-money-to-fight-covid-19-coronavirus 

37 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D335HRaDzoQ (Congress hearing); https://www.rappler.com/nation/updates-senate-hearing-alleged-corruption-

philhealth 

38 https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1420110/giving-and-taking-in-time-of-crisis-community-pantries-sprout-in-ncr 
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Figure 12: Budget Allocation by Sector (2016 – 2020) 

 
Source: Department of Budget and Management 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

There are at least two lessons that can be gleaned from the examination of Duterte’s 

performance vis-à-vis social development indicators.  

Firstly, that the picture of how a country is doing in terms of social development cannot 

be captured by popularity ratings or official statistics alone. The very high popularity ratings of 

President Duterte and the encouraging poverty statistics of the government do not tell the entire 

story of the quality of life of Filipinos. President Duterte may be very popular and official 

poverty rates may be going down, but these do not erase the reality that many Filipinos continue 

to feel and experience poverty and hunger—especially under the pandemic. The numbers reveal 

that President Duterte did not use his political capital where it is supposed to matter: in the 

everyday lives of Filipinos. The story of President Duterte thus is the story of misused and 

wasted political capital.  
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Secondly, that it takes a system to make social development happen. A popular President 

is simply not enough to feed the hungry and to alleviate the lives of the poor. Nor can his rhetoric 

make a lasting difference. The big tasks of social development require effective political 

institutions, efficient processes, and better social mobilization. The past five years of Duterte 

have proven that having a strongman at the helm of government can never be enough. It takes 

more than a popular President to solve social problems relating to education, health, incomes, 

and quality of life.  
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