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1. Introduction  

The complex nature of poverty and vulnerability in an increasingly complex world demands a ‘big 
picture’ approach from all stakeholders. Traditionally, a linear, mechanical way of thinking, where 
a problem was neatly decomposed into components and addressed in isolation, was the norm. 
This linear approach had produced its benefits when the problem was clearly defined and where 
cause-effect relationships could be sufficiently mapped out. That is increasingly not the case 
anymore. As a result, academic and practical attention has been shifting from the components to 
the whole. This shift, commonly referred to as ‘systems thinking’ and more specifically, ‘system 
approaches’, focuses attention on the interactions between different parts of a system to 
understand how together they are effecting change. Systems thinking has reverberated across 
disciplines and provided the academic and the practical world with a toolset to map out complex 
system structures and discuss their understanding with others.  

Within the field of social protection, a systems approach can be most simply described as a move 
from fragmentation to coordination and harmonisation of social protection efforts. This move has 
undeniable applicability and appeal for social protection practitioners. Two main reasons stand 
out. First, a systems approach to social protection translates into the harmonisation of social 
protection programmes and policies for increased efficiency and effectiveness. Second, it creates 
the premises for addressing multiple vulnerabilities comprehensively, along a life-cycle 
continuum. Governments, development partners and donor organisations alike recognise both 
the shortcomings of addressing the challenges specific to social protection in isolation and the 
promises of harmonisation and stronger coordination.  

However, as concepts such as ‘strengthening of social protection systems’ or ‘integration of social 
protection systems’ grow in popularity, they also run the risk of diluted meaning through overuse. 
Both of these concepts have a similar meaning, and for the purpose of this paper, they will be used 
interchangeably. However, their definition is mostly intuitive and sufficiently broad that it can 
mean anything and ultimately risks ceasing to be a useful concept. Moreover, system 
strengthening, or integration of a systems approach is threatening to become an empty notion 
because it is being used without understanding the underlying concepts. What defines and 
characterises a system? What systems do we aim to strengthen? What are the leverage points for 
affecting effective changes? How do we know how to strengthen them? Why do systems require 
strengthening in the first place? Without a common understanding and vocabulary to think of and 
discuss these questions, social protection practitioners are also not in a position to answer them.  

This working paper does not claim to answer all of the above questions. Rather, it aims to 
contribute to the observed gap by unpacking the underlying concepts and providing readers with 
a brief introduction to a very rich field of research, systems theory, and systems thinking. A greater 
understanding of systems and how they behave is instrumental in designing and implementing 
interventions that can lead to systemic change. At the same time, this paper addresses practical 
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aspects of applicability of systems approaches to social protection, first in theory and afterwards 
in practice, through a case study of the Kampala Capital City Authority’s (KCCA) 
GirlsEmpoweringGirls (GEG) programme, Uganda's first urban social protection programme for 
adolescent girls, implemented in Kampala.  

1.1. Purpose and scope of the paper 

The purpose of this working paper is two-fold. First, through a comprehensive but by no means an 
exhaustive review of the academic and grey literature, the paper aims to provide the reader with 
an understanding of the theory behind the systems approach, to discuss the components of a 
system and to unpack the concept of systems thinking.  The theoretical background aims to create 
a common understanding of what a systems approach brings to social protection, the benefits and 
challenges and how it can be achieved. Second, through a critical look at the case study of the GEG 
programme in Uganda, the paper aims to illustrate how a social protection programme can 
contribute to the strengthening of social protection systems and vice versa: how a systems 
approach to social protection can impact the success of a social protection programme. Building 
on the theoretical foundation yielded by the literature review and drawing on the case study 
findings, the working paper aims to answer the following two questions:  

1. How is GEG  strengthening the social protection system in Uganda? 

2. How has the systems approach to social protection in Uganda impacted the success of 
GEG?  

The working paper is primarily intended for an external audience comprised of policymakers and 
social protection practitioners interested in developing a broader understanding of systems 
thinking, the applicability of a systems approach to social protection, and the impact of social 
protection programmes on the strengthening of social protection systems.  

1.2. Structure of the paper 

The working paper is divided into five main sections. This first section, the introduction, presents 
the reasoning behind the topic of interest for the working paper. It goes on to highlight the 
purpose and objectives of the paper and, finally, its structure. The second section discusses the 
methodology applied for the research and development of the working paper, i.e., the overall 
approach for the selection of data and framing of the research questions as well as the data and 
data sources used. The third and fourth sections constitute the body of the paper. The third 
section grounds the discussion theoretically through a literature review of academic papers and 
grey literature on systems thinking and the systems approach to social protection. A review of the 
extensive body of knowledge in this field has been conducted to distil a comprehensive, if not 
exhaustive, description of the main components of a system, identify the advantages and 
challenges of a system approach in social protection and what it means to strengthen social 
protection systems. The fourth section narrows the focus of the working paper on the case study, 
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i.e. the GEG programme in Uganda. The section discusses the contribution of social protection 
programmes to social protection systems strengthening through the example of the GEG 
programme. At the same time, it observes how a systems approach to social protection can impact 
the design and implementation of a social protection programme. The final section of the paper 
concludes with a series of system strengthening recommendations.  

2. Methodology 

For the purpose of this paper, a combined qualitative approach was adopted. The methodological 
approach was comprised of a structured desk review of available academic and grey literature and 
key informant interviews conducted with GEG programme stakeholders across various levels of 
programme implementation. Thus, secondary data obtained from the literature review has been 
triangulated with primary observations from the interviews with programme stakeholders. Both 
data sources and methods for collecting the data are introduced below.  

In the first step, as part of compiling relevant secondary data, a comprehensive, structured desk 
review of academic and grey literature was performed. The search parameters inputted for 
identifying relevant literature included systems theory, systems thinking, and systems approach, 
among others. The search results were then filtered based on relevance for the disciplines under 
review, i.e. social work, child protection, international development, and education. Alongside 
academic papers, the grey literature search focused on the same topics. Examples of grey 
literature referenced in this paper are reports, evaluations and working papers published by 
international organisations and NGOs such as UNICEF, the World Bank, the ILO, the WFP, Save the 
Children, strategic country documents (e.g., Uganda’s 2010 National Development Plan), and GEG 
programme-specific documents.  

To complement the information compiled through the structured desk review, primary data was 
collected through key informant interviews. The key informants were selected either based on 
their knowledge and experience working on social protection system strengthening in Uganda or 
based on their involvement in the design and implementation of the GEG programme. In addition, 
secondary data was also retrieved from the key informant interviews conducted for the EPRI 
“Rapid Review of Global Social Protection Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic” synthesis report. 
Below, Table 1 provides an overview of the organisations to which interviewed stakeholders 
belonged and the number of interviews conducted with each organisation's representatives.   
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Table 1. Key social protection and GEG stakeholders consulted  

Organisation Number of KIs Data 

Kampala City Council Authority (KCCA) 4 Primary 

UNICEF Uganda 2 Primary 

Trailblazers Mentoring Foundation (TMF) 3 Primary 

Uganda Youth Development Link (UYDEL) 3 Primary 

Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development 
(MGLSD) Expanding Social Protection Programme / 
DAI International Development 

1 Secondary1 

World Bank Uganda 1 Secondary2 

Semi-structured interview guides, tailored to the different groups of key informants' anticipated 
knowledge and expertise, were developed and utilised during the interviews. The purpose of the 
guides was to steer the conversation to some extent, keeping enough flexibility for a free 
consultation to evolve and allowing the interviewer to frame questions spontaneously and probe 
for information. In addition, it enabled respondents to discuss and raise issues that may not have 
been considered while developing the interview guide. As a direct result of the travel restrictions 
imposed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted remotely, via the 
videoconferencing platform Zoom or telephonically, in those cases where internet connectivity or 
other resources for setting up a Zoom call were not available.  

3. Strengthening social protection systems 

Among social protection practitioners, either government or development partners, the notion of 
system strengthening is appealing, due to the promises it holds for the practice of social 
protection. First is the confidence that strong, integrated systems can deliver efficiently and 
effectively on social protection results, better than what fragmented interventions can achieve on 
their own. Second is the expectation that system strengthening will create the premises for 
comprehensively addressing the build-up of poverty and vulnerability from childhood, through 
adulthood and into old age. There are multiple pathways towards the strengthening of social 
protection systems, and this is in part, a reflection of the interrelated and interdependent nature 
of components within a system and the multitude of leverage points for systemic change, among 
others. Therefore, the following sub-sections will start by introducing concepts of systems, system 

 
1 (EPRI, 2020) 
2 Ibid 
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theory, systems thinking, adaptive challenges, and systemic change. This theoretical analysis will 
form the background for a more practical discussion of how a system strengthening for social 
protection looks like and how it could be achieved.  

3.1. Systems and systems thinking  

Traditionally, advancement in the understanding of the world around us has been achieved 
through a reductionist, analytical way of thinking, i.e. the belief that a complete understanding of 
the parts is equivalent to understanding the whole. This way of thinking has served a purpose in 
the past. For certain issues it can still be useful. However, more and more often, the reductionist 
way of thinking fails to address today’s major social, economic, political and environmental 
challenges. The main reason for this failure is the fact that the challenges themselves are 
characterized by complex cause-effect patterns and are highly interrelated. Continuing to address 
complex, non-linear challenges with linear approaches has also been referred to as “a distinctive 
cultural dysfunction of society.”3  

An alternative, non-linear way of thinking has evolved in the form of systems thinking. A recent 
and comprehensive definition of the concept refers to systems thinking as the “set of synergistic 
analytic skills used to improve the capability of identifying and understanding systems, predicting 
their behaviours, and devising modifications to them to produce desired effects. These skills work 
together as a system.”4 The principal contribution of systems thinking is the attention to the 
dynamic between system components and the impact of this dynamic on systemic change.5 
Moreover, systems thinking brings tools that enable practitioners to describe system structures, 
functions, and capacities and communicate about them with different audiences.  

Naturally, at the core of systems thinking is the concept of systems. Simply put, systems are 
defined as “any group of interacting, interrelated, or interdependent parts that form a complex 
and unified whole with a specific purpose”6 and can be observed everywhere, from natural to 
economic, technological, ecological or social systems. This definition highlights several key aspects 
that form the appeal of systems, and by extension of systems thinking for understanding and 
dealing with the world. First, a system has a purpose. The identification of the system purpose will 
serve to identify the system's boundaries, i.e.  where one system ends and another one starts. Let 
us consider the social protection system, as an example. There are different definitions for social 
protection, national or international, coming from governments or from development partners. 
How a group of actors defines the purpose of social protection will determine what falls within the 
systems, what are the components (i.e. stakeholders, policies, programmes), what are the 

 
3 (Hjorth & Bagheri, 2006) 
4 (Arnold & Wade, 2015) 
5 (Bowman, Chettleborough, Jeans, Rowlands, & Whitehead, 2015) 
6 (Kim, 1999) 
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expected interactions, etc. Second, systems are defined by the interaction between their 
components, and this interaction is expected to have implications on the components themselves 
but more importantly, on the system as a whole. The more complex a system is, the less 
straightforward the interactions are. More specifically, it is more difficult to determine what was 
the cause of any specific effect. In our example, interactions could refer to how policies impact 
programmes or how programmes influence policy, but also how the development of policy and 
implementation of programmes shapes the social protection landscape in general. Third, systems 
are usually nested, integrated structures. That means that within any larger system environment, 
numerous sub-systems can exist.  Using the same example of the social protection system, social 
assistance and social insurance can be seen as sub-systems, fulfilling complementing purposes and 
interacting with each other in a manner that influences the entire social protection environment. 
And finally, systems never exist in a void. Systems operate within a broader context, and the 
structure and dynamic of the system are impacted by this context.7 This means, that not only 
internal interactions have an effect on the system as a whole, but also those between the system 
and external factors. The social protection system interacts for example with the education, 
health, or productive sectors both at policy and at programming level.  

Systems thinking is not limited to any one discipline or field of study. Scholars have recommended 
it as a skill set beneficial to everyone to better understand our day-to-day lives.8  It represents the 
practical application of systems theory, “an interdisciplinary theory about every system in nature, 
in society and in many scientific domains as well as a framework with which we can investigate 
phenomena from a holistic approach.”9 In 1968, Van Bertalanffy introduced the notion of a general 
systems theory, highlighting that there is a common set of models, principles and laws that apply 
to all systems across multiple fields of discipline.10 Even before formalising general systems theory, 
system theory had developed simultaneously across multiple disciplines, developing different 
conceptualisations and areas of focus. The applicability of system theory across various disciplines 
produced a plurality of perspectives and enriched the body of knowledge with interdisciplinary 
contributions.11 This allowed experts from different disciplines to enrich their understanding of 
the phenomenon, adapt approaches, and draw innovative conclusions. 

3.2. A system approach to social protection 

The socio-economic challenges and vulnerabilities that the world faces today, such as 
intergenerational poverty, gender discrimination and abuse, child poverty, the disparity in 
accessing opportunities, to name just a few, are interdependent and systemic, rooted in structural 

 
7 (UNICEF, 2010) 
8 (Arnold & Wade, 2015) 
9 (Mele , Pels, & Polese, 2010) 
10 (Bertalanffy, 1973) 
11 (Mele , Pels, & Polese, 2010) 
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faults and complex legacy.12 Moreover, they are deepened by financial, political or climate crises 
and emergencies. Yet, in many countries, despite the indisputable evidence of the role of social 
protection in the alleviation of poverty and the support to vulnerable populations, the social 
protection response is mostly fragmented and uncoordinated. Different social protection policies 
and programmes have been designed and implemented to respond to individual issues, often 
implemented in isolation from each other and in isolation from interventions across other social 
sectors. This is partly a consequence of the traditional, siloed way of thinking, i.e. addressing one 
challenge at a time, in isolation from other, potentially related aspects. At the same time it reflects 
“challenges and constraints to institutional capacity and organisation, political leadership and 
incentives, different time frames in terms of design and expected impacts, and limitation in 
financial capacity.”13  

In a report aiming to define a common ground for building social protection programmes, UNICEF 
and the World Bank (WB) identify several factors that explain the current fragmentation of the 
social protection sector across policy, programme and administration. First, different legislative 
frameworks and often the lack of a national unifying policy strategy to govern the delivery of social 
protection interventions have a large impact on the ability of the social protection sector to act in 
a harmonised manner. While countries have made progress towards the development of national 
social policy frameworks and their domestication at sub-national level, this is a fairly new 
development (in Uganda for example, the National Social Protection Policy was adopted in 2015). 
Second, the weak vertical coordination between national and local levels of implementation as 
well as the weak horizontal coordination among stakeholders leads to reduced impacts, limits the 
ability to act in a harmonised manner and react flexibly to challenges. Third, fragmentation across 
the sector is also caused by the limited organisational and financial resources. To introduce large, 
coordinated more capital and human resources investments, are required, at least in the initial 
phases. Although these investments become smaller as vertical (between national and local levels 
of implementation) and horizontal (among stakeholders) coordination improves. Finally, the lack 
of coordination of administrative tools for similar processes across programmes increases the 
potential for fragmentation and makes it more challenging to integrate and use programmes as 
starting points for a systems approach. Independent of the combination of factors that cause it, 
fragmentation “creates significant inefficiencies, at the policy, programme and administrative 
levels, undermining the potential impact of social protection on building resilience and 
contributing to human development.”14 

It is becoming increasingly obvious that fragmentation can be effectively addressed through a 
systems approach to social protection. Applying a systems approach to complex social problems 

 
12 (OECD Observatory of Public Sector Innovation, 2017) 
13 (UNICEF & WB, 2013) 
14 Ibid. 
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provides social protection practitioners with a useful set of tools for outlining the functions, 
structures and capacities of the systems underpinning the complex problems they are trying to 
address. Within social protection, a systems approach focuses on coordination and harmonisation 
among policy, actors, and programmes.15 Thus, a system approach could be explained as a means 
to create coherence within social assistance, between social assistance with other social 
protection pillars, (i.e. social insurance, labour market interventions) and between social 
protection and other sectors. More specifically, this coherence could be achieved by linking 
programmes within the social assistance pillar, linking programmes across sectors, integrating 
social protection considerations within other relevant sector strategies (i.e. education, health, 
agriculture), among others. 

Arguably, there are multiple pathways towards a systems approach within social protection. 
Positive examples come from multiple countries, such as Zambia, who adopted a comprehensive 
social protection policy in 2014 or Ghana, who brought together several interventions under the 
umbrella of Livelihoods Empowerment Against Poverty (LEAP) programme. Even so data on the 
effects of different pathways for strengthening social protection systems remains limited. This is 
partly due also to the need for a longer timeframe for observing large scale impacts. Therefore, a 
discussion about the benefits and challenges of a systems approach are, to a large extent, 
theoretical. Among the benefits, the academic literature mentions the ability of a systems 
approach to better deliver on the promises of social protection, i.e., building resilience against 
system vulnerability and shocks, enhancing equity and expanding coverage, and promoting 
investment in human capital and economic opportunities, and increasing efficiency and 
effectiveness. Several features of a systems approach are conducive to these expected benefits. 
To start with, adopting a systems approach offers social protection practitioners a broader 
perspective. This perspective allows them to observe the vulnerabilities that people face at 
different stages of life, and to understand the build-up of vulnerability across the life-cycle. 
Likewise, through a systems lens, it is easier for practitioners to take a birds-eye view and observe 
how different system components (i.e. cash transfers, social policies, etc.) interact and what is the 
impact of context (economic, politic, social, etc) on the overall social protection system. With these 
insights, social protection practitioners can incorporate aspects of flexibility and resilience to 
shocks in their policy and programming. Moreover, a systems approach serves to map the array 
of actors and programmes that comprise the system and identify potential leverage points for 
system change.  

Although a systems approach to social protection is undoubtedly the way forward, the literature 
also cautions on challenges and potential risks. The purpose of this cautioning is to make social 
protection practitioners aware and guide the practical operationalisation of social protection 
systems integration. Coming from a more theoretical perspective and speaking broadly about the 

 
15 (UNICEF & WB, 2013) 
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applicability of a systems approach to public sector challenges, a report produced by the OECD in 
2014 identifies four core challenges for applying a systems approach to the public sector.16 These 
challenges are also accurately applicable to the social protection domain.  

First, the authors speak of the balancing act between the need for evidence and the need to act. 
A systems approach will inevitably introduce complexity within the decision-making process, from 
the legislative framework's structure to the mapping of stakeholders. Decision-makers will never 
be in a position to have all the information and fully avoid uncertainty. They are, nonetheless, 
expected to identify enough data and act under the premise of uncertainty. A second identified 
challenge refers to the ability of the system to assimilate feedback and change accordingly. 
According to the report, this ability is dependent on the existence of open-ended processes, with 
tolerance for risks and risk-taking. While these processes have been embraced by business, the 
public sector is still slow in identifying lessons learned and transforming them into input for the 
system. The third challenge refers to the ability to produce system reforms without disturbing the 
systems' functioning, i.e. ‘changing the tires while driving a car.’ For domains such as healthcare, 
education, social protection, the provision of services is continuous, making reform more difficult. 
A conflict of interest appears if the actors responsible for identifying what is required for change 
are also responsible for keeping the system going. The final challenge refers to the speed of change 
of conditions. It refers to the discrepancy between the speed with which challenges evolve 
compared to the perceived resistance to change of institutions.17  

In addition, the UNICEF and World Bank report identifies additional practical challenges for the 
strengthening of social protection systems. UNICEF and WB speak of the need to carefully consider 
political context and past reform dynamics, the need for strong political leadership to provide 
direction and incentives to encourage alignment.  UNICEF and WB also caution against 
misalignment between donors with different mandates and against the temptation to produce 
short-term results over long-term system strengthening. Alongside challenges, it is equally 
important to recognise the risks attached to a systems approach for social protection. First is the 
potential to propagate errors across the system. The highly interconnected nature of systems 
means that both good practices and mistakes can be as easily replicated. At the same time, 
complex systems tend to become less flexible, due to the high number of components and 
interactions. This loss of flexibility is partially responsible for the slowness with which complex 
systems change. Lastly, because aggregated approaches touch on a multitude of stakeholders, 
mobilising support for comprehensive initiatives becomes more challenging.18  

 
16 (OECD Observatory of Public Sector Innovation, 2017) 
17 (OECD Observatory of Public Sector Innovation, 2017) 
18 (UNICEF & WB, 2013) 
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3.3. Towards the strengthening of social protection systems 

There is no one-size-fits-all solution for strengthening social protection systems, and the switch 
towards a systems approach in social protection may take different forms and pathways. In 
practice, the pathway is influenced heavily by context and other key factors, such as institutional 
capacity, financial sustainability, and political leadership. Several countries have already taken 
steps towards a stronger integration of social protection systems. For example, Ghana’s 
Livelihoods Empowerment Against Poverty (LEAP) programme links its social cash transfers with a 
social health insurance programme to generate a systematic approach with more comprehensive 
poverty and human capital outcomes. Brazil is building developmental and cross-ministerial 
linkages into its social protection programmes. For its part, Mozambique is considering broader 
macroeconomic areas for social investments to raise overall living standards through interventions 
in agriculture, food security, and employment-generating activities.19   

The switch towards a systems approach is a gradual process, and it involves changes across the 
policy, programme, and administrative levels. 27 Figure 1 below visualises the relationship between 
the three levels. In line with the nature of systems, changes across one level are needed to produce 
and support change across the other levels. The policy level represents the highest level of 
engagement, where a shared purpose of the social protection system is established, and the 
objectives and functions of the social protection system are defined in the context of national 
goals and parameters.20 System strengthening efforts at the policy level aim to ensure policy 
coherence across programmes and government levels and focus on aspects such as policy 
coherence, policy development and realisation, and policy sensitisation. At a programme level, 
efforts towards system strengthening focus on strengthening the integration and harmonisation 
of social protection programmes to comprehensively address multiple and cumulative risks and 
vulnerabilities across the life-cycle. This can be achieved by expanding and improving existing 
social protection programmes, connecting cash transfers to providing information or related 
services, expanding and improving health insurance, supporting childcare and adolescent 
employability, etc. 21 Finally, at an administrative level, the focus is on building sub-systems to 
support efficient and equitable delivery of one or more social protection programmes. Examples 
of such sub-systems are social registries, management information system (MIS), payment 

 
19 (Directorate-General for International Cooperation and Development (DG-DEVCO), 2015) 
20 (Kaltenborn, Abdulai, Roelen, & Hague, 2017) 
21 (UNICEF, 2019) 
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systems, and grievance redressal mechanisms (GRM). Together with a clear assignment of 
responsibilities, they provide channels for effective cross-programme management.  

Finally, to manage expectations, it is important to recognise that the switch towards a systems 
approach within social protection demands a paradigm shift from government, development 
partners and donor organisations.22 These institutions and organisations are known for their large 
bureaucratic apparatus, hierarchical structures of governance, siloed way of working, and 
resistance to change. However, efforts for systems strengthening should promote new ways of 
thinking about both the challenge and the solution among these actors. Overall, both government 
and non-government actors would benefit from shifting to an iterative process of planning, multi-
stakeholder approaches, context-specific solutions, better understanding of the local context for 
solution design, and cross-organisational collaboration.23 Such a shift would equip actors to 
recognise the value of experimentation and receive and incorporate feedback continuously in 
their policymaking and programming, encourage co-creation with local stakeholders, and promote 
collaboration across departments, ministries, and organisations. 

 
22 (Bowman, Chettleborough, Jeans, Rowlands, & Whitehead, 2015), (Meadows , 1999) 
23 (Bowman, Chettleborough, Jeans, Rowlands, & Whitehead, 2015) 

Figure 1. Three levels of social protection.  

Source: UNICEF & WB (2013). Common ground: UNICEF and World Bank Approaches to Building Social 
Protection Systems 
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4. Case study: GEG programme  

There is no real, systematic review of how system approaches have been applied in social 
protection and how different approaches perform. So far, most insights into the performance of 
systems approaches in social protection have been obtained through case studies. Case studies 
can capture the details of a situation and are better equipped to explain the specific case context. 
Following this reasoning, this paper relies on the case study of the GEG programme in Kampala, 
Uganda, to reflect on a dual dynamic:  

 How is GEG strengthening the social protection system in Uganda? 

 How has the systems approach to social protection in Uganda impacted the success of 
GEG? 

The following sub-sections first briefly introduce the context and objectives for the GEG 
programme, and afterwards discuss the observations drawn from the structured desk review on 
system approaches and on efforts towards system strengthening, and the findings from KIIs with 
GEG programme stakeholders about the GEG programme’s contribution to strengthening the 
social protection system in Uganda. The findings are grouped under the research questions they 
serve to answer. Furthermore, to better structure the findings, we look at the contribution of GEG 
across three levels: policy, programme, and administrative, as suggested in the literature.24 All 
findings are further elaborated below.  

4.1. GEG programme overview   

The Government of Uganda (GoU), supported by development partners has defined an ambitious 
goal for itself, i.e. becoming “a modern and prosperous country within 30 years”.25 This vision is 
formalised in the Uganda Vision 2040 and operationalised through a series of six national 
development plans (NDP) of which three have been published already in 2010/2011, 2015/2016 
and 2020/2021. Social protection consideration are a critical component of the NDPs. In this way, 
GoU first recognises the contribution of social protection in lifting the population out of poverty, 
closing the inequality gap and developing human capital, all of which are pre-requisites to its 2040 
vision of a modern and prosperous country. At the same time it strengthens the social protection 
sector's coherence, while maximising linkages between social protection and other development 
sectors.26  

A robust example of such a collaborative approach to system strengthening is the 
GirlsEmpoweringGirls (GEG) programme, Uganda’s first urban social protection programme for 

 
24 (UNICEF & WB, 2013) 
25 (Government of Uganda, 2013) 
26 (Directorate-General for International Cooperation and Development (DG-DEVCO), 2015) 
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adolescent girls. To support the most vulnerable communities in Kampala, the Kampala Capital 
City Authority (KCCA), in partnership with UNICEF, launched GEG, in alignment with the National 
Social Protection Policy (NSPP) and the overall Uganda Vision 2040. 

The GEG programme works to ensure that girls transition safely into adulthood, receive education 
and training, and are empowered to achieve their goals. It does so by supporting in-school and 
out-of-school adolescent girls living in Kampala, providing avenues to empower girls through a 
network of peer mentors, engaging them through education, training, and referrals to support 
services, and enabling them to pursue better opportunities for their future through a small cash 
transfer. KCCA leads the programme at the central and division levels. At the parish level, the 
programme is implemented by a network of Lead and Peer Mentors, directly overseen by two civil 
society partners: Trailblazers Mentoring Foundation (TMF), responsible for supporting in-school 
girls, and the Uganda Youth Development Link (UYDEL), responsible for supporting the out-of-
school girls.27  

The implementation of GEG holds an unprecedented opportunity to expand the institutional 
capacity for addressing the multiple vulnerabilities in urban Uganda in a sustainable way. 
Ultimately, the programme seeks to contribute to the strengthening of the social protection 
system, and efforts are being made to move the programme from pilot to policy through evidence 
generation, systems strengthening, and improving synergies between social protection and public 
finance management.28  

4.2. Social protection system strengthening through GEG 

 

 

Finding 1.1.1. GEG is strengthening the social protection system in Uganda through the provision 
of social protection, which systemically addresses the needs of adolescents. Several key strategic 
documents developed and operationalised over the past decade, such as the National Social 
Protection Policy 2015 (NSPP), NDP II and NDP III, recognise youth as a particularly vulnerable 
segment of the population, faced with persistent challenges, such as inadequate professional 
skills, limited access to assets, and limited access to critical health services. These key strategic 
documents focus on the need for investment in adolescents' human capital development to 
achieve the promise of the demographic dividend. For example, the Uganda Vision 2040 aims to 
accelerate the country's socio-economic transformation through education, gender equality, and 

 
27 (UNICEF Uganda, 2019, Uganda’s First Urban Social Protection Programme for Adolescent Girls) 
28 (EPRI, 2020) 

1.How is GEG strengthening the social protection system in Uganda? 
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women's empowerment for socio-economic transformation, among others.29 The Second 
National Development Plan (NDP II), which guided the operationalisation of the Uganda Vision 
2040 from 2014/2015 to 2020/2021 prioritised investment in five areas with the most significant 
multiplier effects on the economy, and identified human capital development as one of the five 
investment areas.30 Building on the results of NDP II, NDP III, which guides the operationalisation 
of the Uganda Vision 2040 from 2020/2021 to 2024/2025 continues to promote the development 
of human capital, as one of Uganda’s main competitive advantages. 31 

As Uganda's urban population grows, urgent action is required to ensure that public services, 
including social protection, education, and health services, meet the needs of urban dwellers. 
Furthermore, it is crucial to ensure that adolescents, who constitute one-quarter of the 
population32 (23.6 per cent), have access to these services so that they may one day contribute to 
a vibrant economy. Otherwise, without enhanced planning and comprehensive investments, 
urban poverty may well deepen in the next decades. Ensuring that public services, including social 
protection, education, and health services, meet urban dwellers' needs and, particularly, 
adolescent girls in Kampala is exactly what GEG aims to achieve.  GEG supports in-school and out-
of-school adolescent girls living in Kampala, by providing avenues to empower girls through a 
network of peer mentors, engaging them through education, training, and referrals to support 
services, and enabling them to pursue better opportunities for their future through a small cash 
transfer. This constitutes as a comprehensive social protection response, for ensuring adolescent 
girls, in the urban environment of Kampala, transition safely into adulthood, receive education and 
training, and are empowered to achieve their goals.33 In addition, GEG, the first social protection 
programme in Uganda directly targeting children, takes a system strengthening approach to not 
only ensure movement from pilot to policy but also to build upon existing systems scaffolding, and 
improve services through direct feedback loops. 

Finding 1.1.2. UNICEF's commitment to long-term projects empowers the government to develop 
programmes that meet policy objectives more sustainably. The achievement of policy objectives 
in the social protection sector can be a long-term process, due to the complex nature of challenges 
and vulnerabilities these policies normally seek to address. This is particularly relevant for policies 
that target the transformation of harmful social norms through a focus on child protection, gender 
equality, or youth empowerment. The process relies on long-term commitment and synchronised 
actions from the side of governments and development partners alike. However, more often than 

 
29 (Government of Uganda, 2013) 
30 (National Planning Authority, 2015) 
31 (National Planning Authority, 2020) 
32 UBOS (2018). The Uganda National Household survey report 2016/17. Kampala, Uganda  
33 (UNICEF Uganda, 2019, Uganda’s First Urban Social Protection Programme for Adolescent Girls) 
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not, the government infrastructure for developing and pursuing policies comprises institutions 
that can plan and deliver on short or medium-term. Moreover, institutions are incentivised for 
short and medium-term achievements, which are easier to measure and quantify. 
Understandable, this contradiction in what is necessary for systemic change and how current 
government institutions are set to act, creates obstacles for the achievement of policy goals and 
overall for bringing to fruition of any system strengthening efforts. Thus, development partners 
are in a critical position to balance this contradiction in timeframe and support governments 
through strategic, long-term commitments.  

The GEG programme is a great example of longer-term collaboration with the government of 
Uganda through the KCCA. The multi-year commitment to technical and financial support from 
UNICEF for the implementation of the programme has been identified by key informants as a 
driver of systemic change, allowing KCCA to develop robust plans for the realisation of the 
programme’s objectives. Although for development partners, making multi-year commitments 
can be challenging as multi-year funding is often not guaranteed, when possible, it is strongly 
recommended.   

Finding 1.1.3. Policy advocacy activities and robust M&E systems are important contributors to 
policy sensitisation. By capturing evidence on the positive socio-economic changes related to 
child-sensitive urban social protection policies, stakeholders can gather public and political 
support and keep the topic high on the agenda of decision-makers. Furthermore, policy advocacy 
efforts are highly dependent on programme implementers' ability to document programme 
results, both the positive and negative results, gather evidence of the achievements, challenges, 
and lessons learned to make the necessary adjustments, and required changes to the programme 
design.  

Within the context of GEG, key informants highlighted the importance of several activities to 
increase the programme's visibility and impact. Among these, the Urban Social Protection 
Research Symposium, held in December 2020, stands out as a key event. The Symposium intended 
to deepen the stakeholders’ awareness and understanding of the importance of investment in 
urban social protection in Uganda and the need and benefits of incorporating gender and child-
sensitive considerations in the design of social protection interventions. The Symposium brought 
together policymakers, government officials, and high-level representatives from various 
ministries. Both the event and the run-up towards the event were identified as an important 
opportunity to unify government actors around a subject and spotlight the topic of child-sensitive 
urban social policies. One of the key informants from KCCA also stressed that the Symposium could 
be considered a first step to informing government bodies other than KCCA on the programme, 
as a resource mobilisation effort for programme continuation and expansion. 

In preparation for the Symposium, data collected during programme implementation were 
instrumental for highlighting the most important contributions and challenges, and how they have 
been overcome. For collecting this data, the GEG programme has developed and implemented a 
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robust M&E system. M&E tools were developed collaboratively and updated regularly following 
feedback from those using them in the field. Ultimately, by facilitating high-level policy dialogue 
through policy advocacy activities and supporting evidence collection during implementation, the 
GEG programme promotes the strengthening of social protection systems by incorporating urban 
child-sensitive consideration into national development planning and programming.  

 

Finding 1.2.1. Integrating programme management and coordination structures into existing 
government structures is an opportunity to strengthen the existing systems through increased 
accountability and ownership. The concept of systems strengthening assumes that there is an 
existing system in place, with various degrees of functionality, which can be built upon and further 
supported. Social protection practitioners support systems strengthening by integrating 
interventions and their related programme management, coordination, and implementation roles 
and responsibilities within existing government structures, and fostering government leadership 
over programmes. The existing structures are encouraged to take ownership over programme 
design, programme outcomes, and accountability for programme processes. For GEG, it was key 
that the programme management and coordination structures were integrated into the 
management and coordination structures of KCCA to maximise the sustainability and potential 
future scalability of the programme. As such, KCCA, with support from UNICEF, is the government 
structure responsible for the management and coordination of the programme at the central and 
division level. The programme staff's tasks and responsibilities are in addition to their existing roles 
and responsibilities within KCCA. 

At the central level, the responsibility for steering all major programme activities and representing 
the programme externally falls with the Director and Deputy Director of Gender, Community 
Services and Production (GCP) within the KCCA, who act as the GEG Programme Director and 
Manager, respectively, and are supported by an M&E Specialist. The M&E Specialist is a position 
funded by UNICEF, and this is the only programme staff member specifically hired for the 
programme and tasked with supporting the day-to-day activities across all levels of 
implementation. Furthermore, the Programme Manager and the M&E Specialist are supported in 
their programme related tasks by five KCCA staff, each with their own expertise, and representing 
different KCCA departments. Findings from the KIIs with KCCA show that in their view, the 
programme management and coordination at the central level have been relatively effective. 
However, the effectiveness and commitment to the programme does vary across the different 
departments.  

At the division level, KCCA probation, education, and public health officers are responsible for the 
supervision of programme activities. Findings from the KIIs with KCCA show that programme 
supervision at the division levels has seen some challenges. The following three main root causes 

 Programme level 
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for the challenges were identified: (i) insufficient understanding and appreciation for the 
programme; (ii) a lack of resources for the additional workload; and (iii) programme targets not 
being fully included in the KCCA performance review matrix of the division level programme staff. 
Besides stressing the causes of the challenges, the key informants also mentioned that the 
challenges could be resolved through comprehensive engagement with high-level KCCA 
management to further embed and mainstream the GEG programme into KCCA structures. 

Finding 1.2.2. Operational support from UNICEF has significantly contributed to successful 
coordination among implementing partners. The strategic pairing between international technical 
support and national expertise within government-led social protection structures facilitates skills 
transfer that eventually strengthens national knowledge and expertise in social protection 
programming.34 By fostering an environment of close collaboration and operational support, 
different partners and stakeholders gain technical knowledge but are also equipped with the soft 
skills for improved communication and coordination. The creation of a pool of national knowledge 
and expertise is key in systems strengthening.   

For the GEG programme, UNICEF is providing both technical and financial support. Particularly 
from a technical perspective, key informants have identified UNICEF as a highly engaged and 
collaborative partner, continuously providing hands-on technical assistance and operational 
support. Throughout the programme's design and implementation phases, UNICEF has been 
facilitating a sharing of knowledge and expertise with KCCA programme staff, as well as 
implementing partners TMF and UYDEL. Management and partner meetings are carried out 
regularly on a weekly basis and sometimes more frequently, to discuss ongoing programme 
operations, and to identify and solve challenges as a team. Various key informants identified 
UNICEF's active participation in these meetings as having significantly contributed to the success 
of the programme; in particular, the hands-on support by UNICEF during the COVID-19 pandemic 
was identified as crucial in safeguarding programme continuation.  

 

Finding 1.3.1. Integrated management information systems (MIS) hold untapped potential for 
streamlining programme processes and harmonising processes across programmes. MIS are 
instrumental for harmonising and integrating programme processes involving the collection, 
storage, and management of information about programme beneficiaries, such as registration, 
enrolment, payments, and handling complaints and grievances. MIS can serve to better manage 
programme data and, depending on the complexity of the system, can potentially automate 
certain processes, such as verifying the eligibility of beneficiaries, updating beneficiaries’ 

 
34 (OECD, 2019) 
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information, validating enrolment, generating payrolls, and resolving complaints, thereby 
improving programme efficiency, transparency, and accountability. Furthermore, the potential of 
strong to link humanitarian and social protection systems MIS, has recently been highlighted in 
the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, by the Social Protection Approaches to COVID-19 - Expert 
Advice Helpline (SPACE), a consortium of experts belonging to the UK Department for International 
Development (DFID), the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), and the 
German Society for International Cooperation (GIZ).35  

Recognising the added value of collecting and managing programme data, to support the 
gathering of evidence and to facilitate data-driven decision making, the development of a GEG 
specific MIS has been a key requirement from the programme design phase. Thus, programme 
data has been systematically collected through administrative data collection tools specifically 
developed and centralised in a programme database. The data collection comprises of 
coordinated Peer and Lead Mentor surveys and monthly and bi-annual reporting surveys for the 
partner NGOs.  GEG relies on Peer Mentors for collecting data using the survey application Kobo 
Toolbox. The data so collected is then compiled by Lead Mentors and centralised in an Excel 
dashboard, which is analysed and managed by KCCA.  

During consultations, key informants identified ways of further developing the GEG MIS, such as 
streamlining the data analysis process, identifying lessons learned from the analysis, and 
communicating data findings as well as moving towards a more technologically flexible  solution 
for better-streamlining programme processes. Furthermore, as Uganda launched the 
government’s National Single Registry for Social Protection, intended to  strengthen planning, 
implementing, and monitoring of social protection programmes, looking for integration points 
between the GEG MIS and the National Single Registry for Social Protection is highly 
recommended.  

Finding 1.3.2. Assessing programme risks and identifying risk mitigation measures prior to 
implementation can help safeguard that challenges encountered during implementation are 
successfully addressed. Due to a better understanding of the components, interactions and 
boundaries of a system, a characteristic of a systems approach is the ability to identify potential 
risks and mitigation measures in advance. Identifying the potential categories of risks a 
programme is susceptible to and including mitigation measures from the design phase of the 
programme is essential in determining the ability of a programme to respond quickly and 
effectively to challenges encountered during implementation. 

 For the GEG programme, one such challenge rose during the identification and registration 
process of out-of-school girls. The identification of eligible out-of-school beneficiaries proved 
challenging for the following four reasons: (i) a large number of girls did not have the necessary 

 
35 (Schoenmaker, Barca, Longhurst, & Holmes, 2020) 
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documentation, and were unable to identify an appropriate caregiver or trustee to serve as the 
cash recipient; (ii) it was challenging to estimate the amount of time a girl had been out of school, 
and the likelihood of a girl returning to school to determine eligibility; (iii) the data captured during 
the identification exercise in many cases did not align with the data provided during the 
registration activities, and there were, for example, large discrepancies in the given age; and 
finally, (iv) the transient habitation of many potential out-of-school beneficiaries posed an 
additional challenge, as in the period between the identification and registration process, many 
girls no longer resided in the location where they were originally identified. This was further 
exacerbated by outbreak of the pandemic, which paused ongoing enrolment activities.  

As a result, the programme implementers needed to adapt identification, registration, and 
enrolment procedures to respond to the challenges. Therefore, an intensive verification exercise, 
often on a case-by-case basis, was put in place to validate the out-of-school girls as programme 
beneficiaries.   

4.3. Social protection system strengthening for GEG 

 

Finding 2.1. Empathy played an important role and was present in the partnership approach 
between KCCA, UNICEF, and implementing partners, and not only generated an equitable 
partnership approach, but was also crucial in the systems approach to designing and implementing 
the programme. Within the field of neuroscience, the domain in which empathy has been explored 
extensively, empathy has shown to enhance the connectedness between individuals through the 
unconscious sharing of neuropathways that dissolves the barriers between two different entities, 
encouraging the integration of affective and cognitive consciousness.36 Beyond neuroscience, the 
role of empathy is only beginning to be explored. However, GEG may be a prime example of how 
empathy can contribute to public policy.  

Within the design and implementation of GEG, empathy and the willingness to work and learn 
from each other in a way that taps into each other’s skills and attributes between different parties 
was a shared key takeaway from the KIIs. No single entity may carry out all processes single-
handedly, and empathy was identified as a key driver of successful coordination. The joint 
responsibility that each organisation felt for programme success and each organisation's 
involvement in nearly all programme processes was instrumental. It is only through such close 
collaboration and direct involvement in all the GEG programme processes that the partners can 
reach a level of understanding deep enough to enable each one of the partners to build onto each 

 
36 (Pavlovich & Krahnke, 2011) 
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other’s potential and each other’s capabilities. Empathy towards each other, and an 
understanding that all organisations worked within their capacities and limits towards the 
achievement of the same goal, to the best of their abilities, fostered a culture of cooperation and 
a willingness to go beyond each organisation’s scope of work to assist others in the delivery of 
theirs; and with that, strengthen the success of the programme overall. 

Finding 2.2. A strong communication strategy, both internally across the different GEG 
stakeholders and towards the public, is critical for directly responding to programme challenges 
on the ground, including the COVID-19 crisis. Consistent two-way communication between 
partners and the public throughout programme implementation was also identified as a key factor 
for programme success. Through a strong communication strategy, programme implementers 
stay informed and aware of the programme's progress, identify challenges early on and respond 
quickly, avoid the spread of misinformation, and keep stakeholders and the public engaged. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the world in unexpected and not yet fully quantified ways. 
Governments have attempted to limit the spread of the virus through various measures, such as 
partial to full lockdowns, closing of schools, and imposing limits on public attendance of events or 
gatherings. Uganda has been no exception, and a lockdown was imposed in the country, which 
restricted the movement of people to a minimum, particularly during the first few months after 
the pandemic was declared. For GEG, the lockdown impacted how programme implementers 
conducted their tasks, and created obstacles in the way certain programme processes could be 
conducted, such as identification, registration and mentoring. However, there were also several 
positive outcomes of the lockdown. 

For GEG, clear communication and reporting lines and established communication channels 
between KCCA, UNICEF and implementing partners on the ground, with TMF and UYDEL being key 
for the management, coordination, and implementation of the programme. The existing 
communication structure allowed programme management to identify and respond to challenges 
on the ground in a timely manner, and is therefore a model for systems strengthening approaches. 
Through consistent email communication, set weekly management meetings and bi-weekly 
partners meetings, KCCA, UNICEF and the implementing partners have shared information, 
discussed programme progress, and identified solutions for programme challenges in a 
collaborative manner. This approach enabled GEG management to identify challenges, such as the 
difficulties in the targeting process of out-of-school girls, and adapt to obstacles such as those 
introduced by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

During the COVID-19 crisis, KCCA and UNICEF introduced direct communication lines between the 
programme management team and Mentors, in the form of simple and anonymous surveys sent 
directly to the Mentors’ phones to collect first-hand information from implementers and allow 
Mentors to directly discuss their experiences with the programme, including candidly sharing 
feedback as KCCA and UNICEF. Moreover, according to key stakeholders, an increase in 
communication efficiency among the implementing parties could be observed during the crisis. 
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More specifically, as meetings were moved online, commuting time for programme staff reduced 
to the minimum, making it more likely that all members could participate and engage with each 
other. The switch to online meetings was possible due to, among others, the pre-established 
communication structures. Programme staff and implementing partners had already developed 
the habit of engaging regularly, sharing information, and collaborating on different activities. As 
such, switching the means of communication to an online medium could be done rapidly and with 
minimum disruption.  

Finding 2.3. Resolving the challenges faced following the interrupted collaboration with 
GiveDirectly demonstrated the importance of government ownership and the programme's 
capacity through a transfer of responsibilities. The international NGO, GiveDirectly, was brought 
into the programme at the same time as TMF and UYDEL, and they were responsible for the 
disbursement and follow-up of the cash transfers. In September 2020, the government suspended 
them for reasons unrelated to the GEG programme, and uncertainty about when they would get 
re-instated caused a lot of uncertainty and disruptions to the programme. In addition, GiveDirectly 
cash transfer management platform was also used to host all the registration and enrolment data 
for programme participants, so when the out-of-school registration activities were resuming, their 
suspension also affected the enrolment and onboarding plans. After many months of coordination 
and follow-up, it became clear that the suspension would last for longer than just a few months, 
so KCCA and UNICEF analysed options for alternative management of user data and enrolment, 
disbursement of cash transfers, and follow-up mechanisms. Together with TMF and UYDEL, KCCA 
and UNICEF devised a strategy that would allow the programme to continue operations through 
support from the implementing partners and the institutionalisation of the cash transfer 
distribution by KCCA. KCCA made a disbursement of cash transfers from 2020 during the first 
quarter of 2021, and the first batch of cash transfers for 2021 during the second quarter of the 
year. The successful management of the cash transfer component by KCCA following the sudden 
suspension of GiveDirectly attests to KCCA’s commitment to and ownership of the programme.  

Finding 2.4.  Increasing visibility within other government departments and ministries contributes 
to the future scalability and funding for the programme. GEG is the first urban social protection 
programme for adolescent girls in Uganda, and it aims to pave the way for scaling up government-
led child-sensitive social protection efforts throughout the country. Contingent upon funding and 
early evaluations of programme results, it is anticipated that following the roll-out of the first 
cohort of girls, the programme can be scaled-up and delivered in additional parishes and schools 
across Kampala or Uganda to reach more girls. 

The scaling of the GEG programme is also dependent on sustained advocacy efforts. To support 
these advocacy efforts and increase visibility of the programme, key KCCA stakeholders as well as 
one of the GEG partner, have been included in the Ugandan delegation to the Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) International Change Programme (ITP): 
Social Protection for Sustainable Development, either as  participants or member of the steering 
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committee. Also part of the Ugandan delegation are government officials from ministries, 
government agencies and departments, and non-governmental organisations who work at a 
strategic level on reform processes in the social protection sector. As a direct result of the 
increased visibility of GEG among key government officials, the Ugandan delegation has identified 
expanding social protection coverage for adolescent girls through GEG as of three key priority area 
of the five-year Sida ITP change programme for Uganda. Therefore, creating networks of relevant 
stakeholders and expanding linkages between programmes, policies and initiatives is critical for 
building comprehensive social  protection systems.  

5. Conclusion  

This paper has aimed to highlight the importance of a system strengthening approach to social 
protection and, more specifically, to illustrate the contribution of the GEG programme to 
strengthening the social protection system in Uganda. The GEG programme illustrates how social 
protection programming design choices and implementation can contribute to long-term 
investments in systems strengthening. Lessons learnt from the experiences of the GEG 
programme in the context of urban child-sensitive social protection can help standardise 
processes, operating procedures, and protocols, also across other policy areas in Kampala and in 
Uganda in general.  

The first research question probes into the lessons learnt from the GEG programme in terms of 
strengthening the social protection system in Uganda. The lessons learned were reviewed and 
structured across the three levels of analysis highlighted in the analytical framework, namely 
policy, programme, and administration. First, from a policy level perspective, the analysis focused 
on, among others, policy coherence, the common and shared vision among actors, and 
coordination, among others. The strong policy coherence in the social protection sector in Uganda, 
UNICEF's commitment to long-term investments, and the GEG programme policy advocacy efforts 
supported by recognising the importance of an M&E system, have been identified as the main 
factors enabling GEG to adopt a systems strengthening approach. Secondly, at the programme 
level, the analysis highlighted coordination and harmonisation - horizontally among programmes 
and vertically among different levels of programme implementation. The capacity to coordinate 
and harmonise was illustrated through the integration of GEG programme management and 
coordination structures into existing government structures. Furthermore, the technical and 
operational support provided by UNICEF throughout programme implementation has contributed 
to strengthening the existing government structures and capacities, whilst building the capacity of 
implementing civil society organisations (TMF and UYDEL). Thirdly, at an administrative level of 
analysis, this paper has looked at the integration of tools and mechanisms to implement 
programme processes. A more comprehensive use of MIS for programme processes’ streamlining 
and harmonisation was identified as a point of improvement for systems strengthening. Moreover, 
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early assessment of risks and identification of mitigation measures prior to implementation have 
proved efficient in rapidly adapting to programme challenges.  

The second research question zoomed in on how the systems approach to social protection in 
Uganda impacted the success of the GEG programme. The first important finding highlighted the 
role of empathy in systems building and strengthening. The second finding stressed the 
importance of a strong communication strategy, both internally and towards the public, which 
facilitated close synergy between stakeholders and a shared understanding of each other's 
capabilities and limitations. The need to rapidly respond to challenges on the ground, including 
those brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic, have highlighted the importance of well-functioning 
protocols and communication channels and their critical role in the strengthening of social 
protection systems.   

The third finding outlined how the unexpected, interrupted collaboration with GiveDirectly 
created the premisses for strengthening social protection systems, through increased government 
ownership and institutionalisation. Finally, the fourth finding provides insight into how increasing 
visibility within other government departments and ministries contributes to future scalability and 
funding for the programme and for social protection more broadly. 

The academic discussion with which this paper started intended to provide the theoretical 
backdrop of the research paper by clarifying concepts and providing an overview of the academic 
discussion so far on what a systems approach brings to social protection, the benefits and 
challenges and how it can be achieved. Afterwards, the findings singled out during GEG 
stakeholder consultations, intended to ground the discussion in practical examples of systems 
strengthening in the social protection system of Uganda. In this way, this research paper aims first 
to remove some of the ambiguity coming from the excessive and indiscriminatory use of concepts 
such as ‘strengthening of social protection systems’ or ‘integration of social protection systems’. 
Systems approaches are broad enough to cover a multitude of pathways for achieving strong, 
integrated systems for social protection. However, it is not sufficient to replicate what has worked 
somewhere else. Adaptation to context, planning and synchronisation of efforts between 
stakeholders is key for the strengthening of systems in social protection. Second, this paper aims 
to synthesis the experiences of the GEG programme in relation to system approaches in Uganda 
and to add it to the international body of knowledge on the topic. As it was observed in the 
development of this paper, currently there is limited data on the outcomes of different pathways 
toward systems strengthening in social protection. While a complete assessment of the GEG 
programme was outside the scope of this paper, the findings drawn from desk review of 
documentation and KIIs serve to indicate the advantages of working within a system approach, 
such as a coherent policy environment, close collaboration among stakeholders, flexibility to 
change, etc. What constituted as an advantage in the case of GEG can be transformed into an 
active strategy towards systems strengthening somewhere else, or as an avenue for further 
research.   



26 | P a g e  

 

Bibliography 

Arnold, R. D., & Wade, J. P. (2015). A definition of systems thinking: A systems approach. Procedia 
Computer Science(44), 669-678. doi:10.1016/j.procs.2015.03.050 

Bertalanffy, L. (1973). General system theory: Foundations, development, applications. New York: 
G. Braziller. 

Bowman, K., Chettleborough, J., Jeans, H., Rowlands, J., & Whitehead, J. (2015). Systems Thinking: 
An introduction for Oxfam programme staff. Oxfam. 

Directorate-General for International Cooperation and Development (DG-DEVCO). (2015). 
Supporting Social Protection Systems. Brussels, Belgium: European Commission. 

Ejaz, I., Shaikh, B. T., & Rizvi, N. (2011). NGOs and government partnership for health systems 
strengthening: A qualitative study presenting viewpoints of government, NGOs and donors 
in Pakistan. BMC Health Services Research. 

EPRI. (2020). Rapid review of Global Social Protection Response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

EPRI. (2020). Social protection implementation support to generate evidence and enhance pilot-to-
policy for the GirlsEmpoweringGirls urban social protection programme in Uganda. Cape 
Town, South Africa. 

Forder, A. (1976). Social Work and Systems Theory. The British Journal of Social Work, 6(1), 23-42. 
doi:https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.bjsw.a056695 

Foster-Fishman, P. G. (2007). Putting the system back into systems change: A framework for 
understanding and changing organisational and community systems. American Journal of 
Community Psychology, 39, 197-215. doi:10.1007/s10464-007-9109-0 

Government of Uganda. (2010). Uganda Vision 2040. Kampala, Uganda. 

Hjorth, P., & Bagheri, A. (2006). Navigating towards sustainable development: A system dynamics 
approach. Futures, 74-92. 

ILO. (2017). Strengthening social protection for the future of work. 2nd Meeting of the G20 
Employment Working Group. Hamburg. 

Kaltenborn, M., Abdulai, A.-G., Roelen, K., & Hague, S. (2017). The Influence of Policy and Legal 
Frameworks on the Development of National Social Protection Systems. Brighton, United 
Kingdom: Institute of Development Studies and Centre for Social Protection. 

Kim, D. H. (1999). Introduction to systems thinking.  

Meadows, D. (1999). Leverage Poins: Places to intervene in a system. Sustainability Institute. 

Mele , C., Pels, J., & Polese, F. (2010). A Brief Review of Systems Theories and Their Managerial 
Applications. Service Science, 126-135. doi:https://doi.org/10.1287/serv.2.1_2.126 

National Planning Authority. (2015). Second National Development Plan (NDPII) 2015/16 - 
2019/20. Kampala, Uganda. 



27 | P a g e  

 

Nippard, D., Hitchins, R., & Elliott, D. (2014). Adopt-Adapt-Expand-Respond: a framework for 
systemic change processes. The Springfield Centre for Business in Development. 

OECD. (2019). Implementing Social Protection Strategies: Lessons from the EU-SPS Programme. 
OECD. 

OECD Observatory of Public Sector Innovation. (2017). Working with Change: Systems approach 
to public sector challenges.  

Pavlovich, K., & Krahnke, K. (2011). Empathy, Connectedness and Organisation. Journal of Business 
Ethics. 

Plan, Save the Children, TRG, UNICEF & World Vision. (2011). Policy & Programming Resource 
Guide for Child Protection Systems Strengthening in Sub-Sahara Africa.  

Samson, M., van Niekerk, I., & Mac Quene, K. (2006). Designing and Implementing Social Transfer 
Programmes. Cape Town, South Africa: EPRI. 

Schoenmaker, E., Barca, V., Longhurst, D., & Holmes, R. (2020). Linking Humanitarian and Social 
Protection Information Systems in the COVID-19 Response and Beyond.  

The Global Fund. (2014). Community Systems Strengthening Framework.  

UNICEF & WB. (2013). Common Ground: UNICEF and World Bank Approaches to Building Social 
Protection Systems.  

UNICEF. (2010). Adapting a Systems Approach to Child Protection: Key concepts and 
considerations. New York: UNICEF. 

UNICEF. (2018). Strengthening child protection systems: Evaluation of UNICEF strategies and 
programme performance.  

UNICEF. (2019). UNICEF's Global Social Protection Programme Framework. New York. 

WFP. (2017). Strengthening national social protection systems: WFP institutional and policy 
support to the government of Haiti.  

 


