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OVERVIEW OF INTERVENTION

Until the 1990s, Albania had not established a modern social protection system. With the start of 
the democratic and economic transitions in the 1990s, a growing number of persons began to fall 
through the cracks in the system that did exist, prompting the emergence of an embryonic form 
of, mostly cash-based, social assistance. In the early part of the new millennium, international 
support contributed to adjustment of the criteria for distribution of state cash assistance and the 
corresponding decision making. Subsequently, from 2007 to 2009, the Government of Albania, 
(GoA) with the support of UNICEF and other United Nations (UN) agencies, pioneered new social 
services through the protection of victims of trafficking in human beings. This experience prompted 
UNICEF to consider the vulnerabilities of children in the wider context of the vulnerability of 
families and the need for a strategic, holistic approach to social care services (SCS).

The 2012–2016 GoA–UNICEF Programme of Cooperation mandated UNICEF to support the 
design of an integrated social service system at the decentralised level, while the National Social 
Protection Strategy 2015–2020 sets the government’s vision for an integrated social protection 
system. In 2012, UNICEF, the Albanian government and the Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation (SDC) designed the first programme on SCS in the country, aiming to establish a 
system that would respond to UNICEF’s principles and be accessible to anyone facing vulnerability 
and exclusion as a prerequisite for poverty reduction and social inclusion of children and their 
families. Throughout the last decade, GoA has led the construction of a social protection system 
and adopted key policy and legislative documents for the social protection policy. 

The first UNICEF programme on SCS (2012–2016) aimed to establish a national comprehensive 
normative policy framework, implemented by empowered service providers located within 
the local government units at the municipality level. The second programme (2017–2021), a 
component of Leave No One Behind, implemented jointly with UNDP, UN Women and UNFPA, 
focuses on the deployment, operationalisation and implementation of the ‘building blocks’ established 
under its predecessor. UNICEF worked to put in place the major building blocks of the SCS reform 
in Albania, embodied by the creation of policy, legislation and human resources at the local level. 
Supported by SDC, UNICEF conducted advice, advocacy and other activities to make the system 
accessible to children, and respond to the principles of Human Rights and Child Rights championed 
by UNICEF in Albania: equity and inclusiveness, accessibility, sustainability, accountability, life 
cycle focus, efficiency, and sensitivity to the child and to all forms of vulnerability.

By 2013, UNICEF had already been involved in supporting government efforts to develop a SCS 
system, and at the present time such programmes have been running for eight years, with an 
overall budget of about USD 2.55 million. Meanwhile, UNICEF has been honing its programming 
approach in middle income countries (MICs). The case of UNICEF in Albania, as a result of 
various issues characteristic of such countries, is a concrete example of the UN’s approach in 

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
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the region, within rapidly changing realities of development assistance. This makes it all more 
relevant to assess the agency’s contribution to the normative policy framework of the SCS 
reform throughout Albania over the period 2013–2019.

EVALUATION PURPOSE

The purpose of the evaluation of UNICEF’s contribution to the normative policy framework 
of the social care reform in Albania is twofold: to enhance the accountability of UNICEF in 
Albania towards national government and institutions, donors, children and families, and other 
stakeholders, and to inform decision making with knowledge and evidence on achievements, 
opportunities and remaining challenges.

OBJECTIVES AND INTENDED AUDIENCE

The evaluation objectives are to assess the contribution UNICEF in Albania has made to the 
establishment of the normative policy framework for the SCS reform (2013-2019), to identify 
the progress made so far in supporting the roll-out of this system for citizens, and to identify 
the lessons learned from the strategic approach of UNICEF towards SCS. The end beneficiaries 
of the intervention that is evaluated are all inhabitants of Albania, particularly children, their 
families and communities, with a focus on those affected by vulnerabilities, such as Roma, 
people with disabilities, and people affected by poverty. In addition, the report may be of interest 
to academia in the country and beyond. The immediate beneficiaries of the intervention are 
UNICEF in Albania, UNICEF Regional Office in Geneva, UNICEF Headquarters, the implementing 
institutions of the reforms, such as the policymakers who prepared the normative policy framework, 
primarily employees of the Ministry of Health and Social Protection (MoHSP; former Ministry of Social 
Welfare and Youth) focusing on social protection, and SCS practitioners, including the social workers 
in the fourteen municipalities in which UNICEF in Albania has supported the implementation of the 
framework (equal direct beneficiaries of the intervention), as well as civil society organisations 
supporting the reform, and the donors, including SDC.

EVALUATION METHODOLOGY

The evaluation tested the theory of change of the intervention with regard to the normative 
policy framework, and examined how it has worked. The evaluation employed a contribution 
analysis of the intervention of UNICEF in Albania, the changes observed and their causes, and the 
relationship between the intervention and the observed changes, for each level within the theory 
of change. The evaluation criteria of relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability 
were used to analyse, test and assess each stage of the theory of change.

The evaluation used both qualitative and quantitative data (an approach commonly referred to 
as mixed data collection design), and both primary, and secondary and proxy data, and sources. 
Data collection tools included document reviews, semi-structured interviews, focus groups and 
an online survey, to collect general data concerning the entire evaluation scope. The evaluation 
additionally collected data specific to two thematic case studies and three municipal case 
studies, as well as for Tirana, which offered useful examples outside of the case studies. 

KEY FINDINGS

The theory of change of the contribution of UNICEF in Albania grew progressively and organically 
through the learning progression of the UNICEF team on pioneering work in a volatile context. 
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It was developed hand in hand with government though a collaborative process. UNICEF in 
Albania’s theory of change and entire action gradually identified specific barriers, and sought 
to address them, thereby building relevance into the programmes. It should be noted, though, 
that in the absence of gender analysis as a part of initial research, the intervention did not plan 
gender transformative results. 

The intervention approach was relevant to, and coherent with, UNICEF’s standards and strategic 
approach and the needs of children and families as identified by UNICEF in Albania and stakeholders. 
The key added value of UNICEF in Albania was to embed the prioritisation of children and families 
within the SCS reform. Because the identification of barriers and needs was essentially rights-based, 
the theory of change and entire action of UNICEF were in line with the country’s international human 
rights obligations, and inspired Albania’s national priorities deriving from these obligations. 

From this starting point, the intervention was adjusted to evolving national priorities: it embraced 
the local self-governance reform, and the corresponding new legislative environment, and 
was adjusted to the growing demand from government for expertise on the specifics of the 
SCS system. Throughout the period, as a result of its advocacy, expertise and facilitation of an 
inclusive consultation process, UNICEF has contributed to keeping SCS on the agenda of policy 
and decision makers at national, regional and local levels. 

UNICEF has succeeded in developing jointly with the Government of Albania the concept of an 
SCS system based on building blocks. As a result of a flexible, partnership-based and inclusive 
approach, the theory of change of UNICEF in Albania was, at a minimum, complementary, and 
often synergetic, with the vision and strategies of government, civil society actors and other 
international stakeholders. Through this cooperation, the agency has invested sizeable efforts in 
mainstreaming the principles that it gradually elaborated during the intervention, and succeeded 
in channelling most of them, at least to some extent, into the policy normative framework, setting 
up the basis for the building blocks of the SCS system. Some positive gender transformative 
results, though unplanned, have materialised, including a stronger involvement of men in the 
SCS sphere, a topic often associated with a female role.

However, UNICEF in Albania has not yet managed to imprint the required level of clarity and 
detail into the normative policy framework so that the building blocks can be implemented in the 
field. Three building blocks—a capable workforce, the tools and methods to be used by social 
workers, and the decision-making processes organised around Needs Assessment and Referral 
Units (NARUs)—are established but require fine-tuning and are not yet deployed throughout the 
country. Two essential building blocks—the funding mechanisms and the actual basket of services—
are not yet operational. There is persistent uncertainty, and growing tensions between the levels 
of government, around the funding responsibilities for the provision of social care services. In 
the context of partnership management, UNICEF in Albania has adopted a prudent approach 
to advocacy, one that did not help sufficiently to overcome the important bottleneck of funding 
for social care services. The normative policy framework is not yet sufficiently implemented 
to have had a measurable impact on rights holders, beyond anecdotal evidence and individual 
stories. Without adequate SCS funding and stronger integration of child protection and social 
care services the transitional nature of the implementation of policy normative framework on 
SCS could also, indirectly, have a negative effect on child protection. Impact of the SCS policy 
normative framework would also benefit from stronger connections at the planning level with 
other ongoing reforms, in particular with child protection and decentralisation. 

The contribution of UNICEF to Albania’s policy normative framework on social care services has 
fostered the emergence of expectations towards SCS that could be a driving force; but these 
expectations are not yet satisfied. The SCS workforce, particularly at the municipal level, is acting as 
a buffer in the current transitional period of the reform. This could in turn endanger the sustainability 
of this building block in the SCS and one of the key successes of UNICEF in Albania. The agency 
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therefore needs a renewed, strong role as advocate and advisor in the final negotiations for the SCS 
policy normative framework, and for its implementation in the lives of rights holders.

UNICEF in Albania has made efficient and intensive use of its unique internal resources, such 
as its expertise and political clout; it has also made the most of the assets put at its disposal, in 
particular extra-budgetary financial resources. This, coupled with the need to adjust to a volatile 
national context, has required a high level of agility. In the absence of organisational strategic 
guidance on SCS and corresponding principles, short of a clearly articulated theory of change, 
and without systematic monitoring of the results chain and assumptions, UNICEF in Albania has 
faced organisational risks, such as a lack of joint programming with other interventions, limited 
records of strategic decisions, and an intensive use of national service providers. In a country 
where the pool of available services is limited, the definition of roles of these providers could 
sometimes have been made clearer, and more focused on UNICEF principles. 

UNICEF in Albania now needs to rejuvenate its role as an advocate, an advisor and an honest broker 
in difficult negotiations, building on a strong theory of change for the future. It needs to support the 
fine-tuning of the normative policy framework on social care services, the deployment of the system 
in the field, and its monitoring. In this, UNICEF in Albania will require strong and enabling leadership, 
as well as organisational support to devise strategic guidance and tools internally.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

1. UNICEF in Albania should extend its support to the SCS system in the short run to fine-
tune and operationalise the policy normative framework. To do this it should:
1.1 Re-engage stakeholders and decision makers, acting as an honest broker to define the 

funding. 
1.2 Systematically support MoHSP to finalise the development of procedures, standards 

and guidance to practitioners, in order to facilitate implementation of the normative 
framework and delivery of the social care services (critical).

1.3 Systematically support municipalities to implement the normative policy framework on 
SCS, primarily through full-fledged municipal social plans (critical and urgent).

1.4 Support the Government of Albania and relevant stakeholders to review, clarify and 
fine-tune the normative policy framework (critical).

1.5 Build comprehensive monitoring mechanisms of the delivery of the full basket of 
services in a few select municipalities (critical).

2. UNICEF in Albania should support the social care services workforce to become an 
organised, professionalised, capable and recognised body of skilled practitioners. To 
do this it should:
2.1 Promote with government an increase in the number of social workers employed in 

NARUs (critical).
2.2 Create a community of practice among SCS and Social Work practitioners (important).
2.3 Promote Social Worker diplomas among men and promote their participation and 

contribution to SCS (good to have)
3. UNICEF in Albania, along with the Regional Office, should contribute to a body of 

strategic resources specifically dedicated to SCS and to programming for system-oriented 
interventions, and thus contribute to a learning organisation. To do this it should:
3.1 Supported by the Regional Office, develop guidance for gender analysis as part of the 

initial research and analysis of barriers to social inclusion and social care services’ needs 
(important).

3.2 UNICEF in Albania should implement theory of change-based planning and monitoring, 
and train its staff accordingly (important).

3.3 Supported by the Regional Office, develop a definition of key concepts and principles, 
as well as strategic guidance on social care services intervention (important).
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This report presents the results of the evaluation of UNICEF’s contribution to the normative 
framework of social care services (hereinafter “the evaluation”), commissioned by UNICEF in 
Albania. The object of this evaluation has been the contribution of UNICEF in Albania to the 
normative policy framework of the Social Care Services Reform in Albania during 2013-2019. 
This contribution took the form of a group of actions, including two consecutive programmes 
financed by the Swiss Development Cooperation (the first by UNICEF in Albania only, from 2012 
to 2017; the second as part of the Leave No One Behind programme of UNDP, UN Women, 
UNICEF in Albania and UNFPA), and continuous advocacy activities by UNICEF in Albania staff 
financed by the regular budget.

The evaluation aims to demonstrate whether and how UNICEF in Albania has contributed 
to the present normative policy framework, which is comprised of:

 ♦ The State policy and strategic framework that steers the reform of SCS, including the 
definition of the key principles which Albania applies to SCS, its approach to SCS, as well as 
the vision, mission, values, purpose, objectives and priorities assigned to SCS, and allocation 
of the current and future public investment. 

 ♦ The legislative framework pertaining to social services and social work/social workers in 
Albania;

 ♦ The regulatory framework of social services (by-laws, obligatory instructions, processes, 
etc.);

 ♦ The institutional framework put in place to implement these policies, legislation and 
regulations framework;

 ♦ The basic capacities for the implementation of this framework (e.g. knowledge of the 
legislation and regulatory framework);

 ♦ The consultative process through which Albania elaborates its SCS policy.

The evaluation was commissioned by UNICEF in Albania and entrusted to the following 
evaluation team:

 ♦ Ms. Camille Massey, International Consultant/Team Leader
 ♦ Ms. Merita Poni, National Consultant
 ♦ Ms. Elayn Sammon, Social Care Services Expert/peer reviewer as a support expert.
 ♦ The evaluation process was accompanied by an Evaluation Reference Group (Annex 2: Terms 

of Reference of the Evaluation Reference Group) composed of representatives including 
the various stakeholders, in accordance with their role in the reform of SCS and in the 
evaluation.1 

1. For the composition of the Reference Group, see table “Reference Group members and their relation to the object of evaluation” in    
Annex 2: Terms of Reference of the Evaluation Reference Group.

INTRODUCTION
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The evaluation process followed three phases:

 ♦ Inception: review of documentation, elaboration of the methodology, identification of 
stakeholders, interviews with key resource persons, consultation with the Reference Group, 
Inception Report.

 ♦ Data collection and field work: data collection mission in Tirana and three sampled 
municipalities as well remote interviews (88 interviewees), focus groups (22 participants), 
preparation and deployment of survey (128 respondents), collection and review of extensive 
documentation, consultation with the Reference Group in respect to methodology and 
preliminary findings;

 ♦ Data analysis and reporting: analysis of interview and focus group notes, analysis of 
survey results, analysis of extensive documentation, report drafting, remote consultation 
with Reference Group and UNICEF in Albania, as well as UNICEF Europe and Central Asia 
Regional Office and UNICEF Headquarters, and finalisation of the Evaluation Report.

The evaluation was launched with the signature of the International consultant’s contract on 26 
April 2019.The International Consultant conducted the Inception phase. The National Consultant 
joined this exercise during the data collection and field work phase, while the SCS Expert joined 
the team during the data analysis and reporting phase. The evaluation process had to adjust 
to the municipal elections of 30 June 2019 which elicited high turnaround among municipal 
stakeholders, to the earthquake which hit Albania on 26 November 2019, and to the COVID-19 
crisis of winter/spring 2020. As a result, the timing of field research and online survey were 
slightly postponed; the final consultation of the Evaluation Reference Group and UNICEF in 
Albania as well as the validation of the recommendations were done remotely, in order to take 
account of competing priorities linked to humanitarian responses.
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2.1 EVALUATION SCOPE, PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES

Evaluation Rationale
The rationale for conducting the evaluation at this stage, was to assess UNICEF’s contribution to 
the process ahead of the completion of the ongoing project (Leave No One Behind programme) 
in 2021. By extension, it is also aimed at testing and demonstrating the validity of the 
theory of change, for the purposes of UNICEF’s further planning in Albania and in other MICs. 
The evaluation was also scheduled to fine-tune UNICEF role in supporting SCS in Albania, given 
the projected engagement of the new actors, notably EU, in in development of Albania’s SCS. 

The end beneficiaries of the intervention that is evaluated are all inhabitants of Albania, particularly 
children, their families and communities, with a focus on those affected by vulnerabilities, 
such as Roma, people with disabilities, and people affected by poverty. In addition, the report 
may be of interest to academia in the country and beyond. The immediate beneficiaries of the 
intervention are UNICEF in Albania, UNICEF Regional Office in Geneva, UNICEF Headquarters, 
the implementing institutions of the reforms, such as the policymakers who prepared the 
normative policy framework, primarily employees of the Ministry of Health and Social Protection 
(MoHSP; former Ministry of Social Welfare and Youth) focusing on social protection, and SCS 
practitioners, including the social workers in the fourteen municipalities in which UNICEF in 
Albania has supported the implementation of the framework (equal direct beneficiaries of the 
intervention), as well as civil society organisations supporting the reform, and the donors, 
including SDC. Table 1: Stakeholders of the intervention and of the evaluation, section 2.2.4 
expands into the role of each stakeholder. 

The evaluation answers critical questions, which are defined by the changes the intervention 
intended to elicit, as well as their interplay with the implementation context and the stakeholders’ 
expectations. The evaluation design is thus based on UNICEF’s explicit and implicit theory of 
change. Since the thematic scope of the evaluation covers both policy and normative frameworks 
of the GoA, the evaluation also looks at the definition and evolution of the national authorities’ vision 
for National Social Protection Strategy: the evaluation analyses how the national approach in the area 
of social protection was influenced by UNICEF’s vision, but also examines how the national approach 
affected, in turn, the implementation context faced by UNICEF in Albania. 

Evaluation Purpose
The evaluation purposes are twofold: to enhance UNICEF’s accountability towards national 
government and institutions, donors, children and families, and other stakeholders, and to 
inform decision-making with knowledge and evidence on achievements, opportunities and 
remaining challenges. Deriving from this purpose, evaluation users are all the stakeholders of 
the evaluated intervention.

BACKGROUND
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Evaluation Objectives 
The evaluation objectives, adapted from the original Terms of Reference (Annex 1: Terms of 
Reference of the Evaluation) are to:
 ♦ Assess UNICEF’s attributable contribution to the establishment of the normative policy 

framework for the SCS reform;
 ♦ Identify the progress made so far in supporting the roll-out of this system for the citizens;
 ♦ To identify lessons learned and make recommendations to adjust interventions and better 

support the normative policy framework on social care services.

Evaluation Scope
The evaluation covers UNICEF’s initiatives to support the normative policy framework for the 
SCS Reform, including the entire set of laws, strategies, regulations, and institutional capacities, 
notably considering UNICEF’s contribution as part of the two SDC-supported projects.

The evaluation covered UNICEF’s initiatives undertaken during the years 2013-2019 throughout 
Albania, at the central as well as the local level, with the municipalities supported by UNICEF. 
The evaluation did not review all 14 municipalities supported by UNICEF. Case studies were 
chosen for the evaluation in Tirana, Dures, Malesia e Madhe, and Permet. Out of these, Tirana 
was supported by UNICEF only during the first phase of the intervention. Permet, which was 
never directly supported by UNICEF, was used as a control group.

The population groups targeted by the intervention, and covered by this evaluation, include 
virtually all citizens and residents of Albania who, at some point in their life cycle, experience 
vulnerabilities barriers to social inclusion, and therefore require social care services. Particular 
emphasis is put on the following vulnerable groups, including children and their families affected 
by vulnerabilities such as poverty, disabilities, and persons belonging to national minorities such 
as Roma and Egyptian communities. 

Since the evaluation aimed to unpack the systemic logic of the intervention, but also its impact 
on the services delivered by national institutions, it was considered essential to assess whether 
the SCS system, as designed and implemented, was operational, practicable and useful to the 
civil servants who implement it (e.g. the staff of municipal needs assessment and referral units, 
Ministry of Health and Social Protection, State Social Services…), and to the actual and potential 
beneficiaries. The evaluation team and the Evaluation Reference Group have thus decided to 
test the assumptions of the theory of change in the field, directly with social workers and their 
beneficiaries. To this end, the geographic focus of the evaluation was also introduced to include 
municipal case studies. 

The geographic scope of the evaluation is the entire territory of Albania. UNICEF in Albania 
intervention targeted the entire territory through the elaboration of policy, legislative and 
regulatory documents constituting the normative policy framework of SCS throughout Albania. 
The intervention further piloted the implementation of this framework, in particular rights-based 
assessment and planning of SCS at municipal level, in 14 municipalities selected on a voluntary 
basis by UNICEF and the GoA (Tirana, Durres, Shkoder, Berat, Korce, Sarande, Mallakaster, Malesia 
e Madhe, Shijak, Librazhd, Maliq supported through the second programme, plus Korcha, Elbasan, 
Kukes, supported only through the first programme). Out of these, the evaluation team selected 
Dures and Malesia e Made for in-depth study – in consultation with UNICEF in Albania and national 
stakeholders – as representative of the diversity of contexts in all of Albania’s 14 municipalities 
supported by UNICEF in Albania. In addition, the municipality of Permet, where UNICEF did not 
implement any activities, constituted the control municipality, and the evaluation also studied it in-
depth. In addition, the Evaluation team gathered extra data regarding the Municipality of Tirana, 
not for in-depth study (as the capital city, it is not representative of the situation in the rest of the 
country), but linked to its significance for a large number of beneficiaries.
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The temporal scope of the evaluation covers UNICEF’s initiatives undertaken during the years 
2013-2019, which were budgeted at about 2,550 million USD between 2013 and 2019, based on 
the Annual Work Plans and Financial Annual Reports of UNICEF in Albania2.

Evaluation Criteria
As envisaged by its terms of reference (Annex 1: Terms of Reference for the Evaluation) and 
considering the wide scope of the evaluation covering the range of interventions by UNICEF in 
Albania across the country over six-year period, the evaluation exercise was methodologically 
focussed on specific criteria, which were assessed through key evaluation questions and their 
sub-questions. The evaluation criteria and key questions are referenced in the table below, 
further elaboration is made under section 3.2 of this report and the full evaluation matrix is 
available in Annex 4: Extended Evaluation Matrix. 

Table 1: Evaluation Criteria and Key Questions

Evaluation 
Criteria Evaluation Questions

Relevance

To what extent did UNICEF’s theory of change match UNICEF’s priorities and standards, and Albania’s priorities 
and vision?

To what extent has UNICEF’s theory of change addressed the need for, and barriers to the social inclusion 
children and families?

How relevant is UNICEF’s Theory of Change within the current action to the emerging needs and priorities of 
Albania?

Effectiveness
What were the results of UNICEF’s action in terms of establishment of building blocks of the SCS system?

To what extent has UNICEF succeeded in mainstreaming of UNICEF principles? 

Efficiency
To what extent has UNICEF optimized its assets and comparative advantages?

To what extent has UNICEF harnessed synergies with other actors, in particular with the GoA’s vision and theory 
of change, as well other international actors and civil society initiatives?

Impact
To what extent are the broader changes resulting from UNICEF’s contribution?

Can the contribution of UNICEF-supported policy normative framework to changes in boys, girls, women and 
men’s access to SCS as rights holders, be traced?

Sustainability How likely is it that UNICEF’s contribution to the policy normative framework of SCS in Albania will last in the 
long run?

2.2 CONTEXT OF THE INTERVENTION

Overview of Country Context
Albania is an upper middle-income country on its path to EU accession. Over the last quarter of 
a century, living standards in Albania have seen significant improvement, and it has been able 
to develop economically and progress from being a low-income country to become an upper 
middle-income country. Albania’s economy grew with an average 2.4% during the past decade 
and is projected to grow by an estimated 2.4% in 2019, and 3.2% in 2020 (projections revised 
following the earthquake of November 2019). The expansion of the tax base and reduction of the 

2. The actual, precise costs of the initiative are very difficult to calculate, firstly because it has not reached its end, with the second 
dedicated programme (Leave No one Behind) scheduled to be closed at the end of 2021, secondly because the budget of the Leave No 
one Behind project covers multiple actions including, but not limited to support to social care services, and thirdly because support costs, 
covered by the Ordinary Budget of UNICEF, are difficult to assess. The action has mostly been implemented through two programmes, worth 
a total of 18, 55 million USD. These include 9,6 million USD from two extra-budgetary contributions from Swiss Development Cooperation, 
and 8,95 million from UNICEF and other UN agencies. 
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informal economy are major government challenges3. Year 2019 saw no major changes in the 
level of public investments for social sectors: education (3.1% of GDP), health (2.9% of GDP) 
and social assistance (representing only 1.2–1.3% of GDP4, mainly comprising cash transfers 
rather than targeted services to families and children in need) and making up the largest share 
of public expenditure as a percentage of GDP. The allocations are not comparable to international 
standards for an upper middle-income country and fail to provide the adequate human, technical 
and financial resources needed for improved services for children and for access to those 
services. 

Economic progress has not been translated into social progress, in the contrary. Based on 
the country’s recently released data, Gini coefficient is estimated as 35.4% (2018)5, that is a 
decrease by 1.4 percentage points from 2017, implying a slight improvement in the equal income 
distribution among individuals/households. However, the population over 65 has not benefited 
from this improvement6. Moreover, the 2019th Human Development Report puts Albania in the 
69th place7 (value 0.791) and includes it in the group of countries with a high level of human 
development (the rates of this group go from 0.700 to 0.799). In 2018, 23.4% of individuals were 
at-risk of poverty (relative poverty rate), compared to 23.7% reported for 20178. The average rate 
at EU countries (28 countries) is 16.9%. Among the population’s categories, the unemployed 
and children (households with dependent children) are the most affected by risk (relative) of 
poverty. 

In 2018, the unemployment rate (15-64) fell to 12.8%9 (12.3% for women), 1.3 percentage points 
below the level for the same period in 2017. The official youth unemployment rate (15-29) is 
23.1%. Unemployment in Albania is largely long-term and structural as long-term unemployment 
(more than one year) represent 66 percent of the unemployed. Women, youth and those with 
little education are more excluded from jobs. 

In 2018 there were 53,000 families receiving state economic assistance (including unemployment 
benefit and other forms of assistance for the poor). The figure was twice as high 5 years ago, 
but the important decrease is most probably caused by the social assistance reform rather 
than a change in the actual number of unemployed or poor in Albania. To be noted that the 
unemployment benefit is received by less than 10% of those who are looking for a job. Among 
the total number of beneficiary families, only less than 2% are individuals (victims of violence, 
trafficking, or orphans). Among 82,483 families which received state economic assistance during 
2017, 7,455 were poor families with children under 18 years old, 11.6% were poor families with 
a woman as family head, and 8.8% were poor families caring for a person with special needs10.

Social Care Services In Albania
Until the 1990s, the organization of Albanian society did not accommodate, nor in fact envisaged, 
the existence of vulnerable groups whose self-generated income, or family support would not 
sustain decent standards of living. Dependence upon the State for sustenance was equated 
with loss of autonomy through institutionalization. Poverty was thus conceived as a material, 
rather than complex phenomenon, leaving no space for social assistance or social care services. 

3. 2019 World Bank Enterprise Survey 

4.  2019 INSTAT Annual Statistics

5.  National Statistical Institute (INSTAT) 2019 - Income and Living Conditions in Albania, 2017-2018 accessed at http://www.instat.gov.al/
media/6544/income-and-living-conditions-in-albania-2017-2018.pdf

6.  Ibid.

7. http://www.hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/ALB

8. These figures do not represent those individuals that are in poverty, but how many of them have incomes below the defined poverty line 
(60% median equivalized disposable income for the household) and are at risk of poverty.

9. 2018 INSTAT Labor Force Survey

10. 2018 Annual Report of State Social Services
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The State was channelling monetary transfers earmarked to people either through age-specific 
‘regular’ institutions (schools, employers, pension schemes) or to specialized institutions for 
persons with disabilities or marginalized groups. 

With the start of transition in the 1990’s, a growing number of persons fell through the cracks 
of this system, triggering the creation of an embryonic social assistance: a dedicated Ministry 
was created in 1992, the first cash transfers to beneficiaries appeared in 1993 with very basic 
attribution criteria, and a diploma in social work was launched in 1998. However, social care 
services per se were not organised by the State services. To fill the gaps, CSOs gradually 
developed local social services, mostly targeted to specific groups (e.g. persons with disabilities, 
victims of specific violations…), and overwhelmingly deployed in urban centres according to all 
civil society representatives interviewed for this evaluation.

International partners set to provide systemic support throughout the first decades of the 21st 
century. The World Bank supported the adjustment of cash transfer attribution criteria in the 2000’s 
(including poverty measurement), more transparent decision making, and the establishment of 
community care plans. UNICEF in Albania got involved concomitantly, pioneering new social 
services through child protection, in particular children victims of trafficking in human beings, 
which exposed the needs and triggered the preparation of a system-wide assessment of SCS in 
2010, in parallel with the support to child protection units by UNICEF in Albania at municipal level.
These initiatives were insufficient to address the need for SCS: when UNICEF in Albania 
launched its intervention on SCS, deep equity gaps persisted among regions, municipalities, 
communities and citizens.11 Poverty was (and still is) quite prevalent for a middle-income 
country.12 They are combined with vulnerabilities to create multiple adverse effects, particularly 
on children. The Government had not succeed to create informed, rights-based delivery of social 
protection as a whole.13 The rural areas or hard-to-reach groups were not well covered.14 Most 
social care services were provided by CSOs, while cash assistance and associated gratuity of 
certain services, the only systematic support scheme provided by the Government, was not 
enough to enable children and their families to extricate themselves from social exclusion. In the 
absence of a legal and regulatory framework on social care services, there was no commonly 
accepted basis for assessing needs or attribution criteria for such services, and no standards 
were established for their intent, content or quality.

UNICEF in Albania launched stronger support to SCS within its 2012 Country Programme 
Management Plan, along with other UN agencies such as UNDP.15 The GoA simultaneously built 
a social protection system, in parallel with other reforms such as reform of cash assistance, 
territorial and decentralization reform, re-configuration of governance apparatus, against the 
background of EU accession negotiations. The National Social Protection Strategy 2015 - 2020 
sets Albania’s vision for an integrated social protection system. During this period, which broadly 
corresponds to the temporal scope of this evaluation, the Government also adopted key policy 
and legislative documents, which formed the backbone of its social protection policy: Law on 
Social Care Services16, Law on Self-Government17, National Strategy on Social Protection18, Social 

11. United Nations’ Children Fund, “Programme Briefing”, Presentation, UNICEF, Tirana, April 2014.

12. In 2020, the poverty rate in Albania, assessed by the World Bank index, was 32,9%. World Bank, “Semi-annual report Spring 2018 - 
Macro Poverty Outlook”, New York, 2020.

13. Paul Stubbs et alii, “Social care services at the regional scale: Analysis and recommendations”, p. 29, UNICEF, Tirana, July 2013.

14. Paul Stubbs et alii, “Social care services at the regional scale: Analysis and recommendations”, p. 38, UNICEF, Tirana, July 2013.

15. United Nations’ Children Fund “Country Programme Management Plan 2012-2016”, p.4, p.7, UNICEF, Tirana, 2012.

16. Official Gazette, DCM No. 121-2016, date 24/11/2016, Law “On Social Care Services in the Republic of Albania”, published on 
07/12/2016.

17. Official Gazette, Law on Self Government No. 139/2015, published at Official Gazette No. 249, date 31/12/2015.

18. Official Gazette, DCM No. 1071, date 23/12/2015 “National Strategy on Social Protection 2015-2020 and the Plan of action”.
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Care Service Status19, Social Inclusion Policy Paper20, Social Care Services National Electronic 
Register21, Law on the Psychologist Order22, Law on Social Worker Order23, etc. The 2017 general 
elections entailed major governmental restructuring including the merging of health and social 
protection within a single ministry.

Overview of UNICEF Initiatives in Support of Social Care Services 
Reform in Albania
UNICEF has been involved for approximately 12 years in supporting the GoA’s efforts to develop, 
first child protection, and over the past eight years, an expanded social protection system 
including social care services. A preventive approach was adopted in 2007-2009, in UNICEF 
program to protect children victims of trafficking in human beings. From this starting point, the 
experience of developing child protection units at the municipal level, prompted UNICEF to 
consider children’s vulnerabilities in the wider context of their family vulnerability. 

UNICEF considered the absence of State SCS left children without direct support, except for full 
residential care. The basic cash assistance that children and their families received did not fully 
respond to their needs and vulnerabilities, was not sufficiently accessible or adequate. 

Despite the initiatives of the Government supported by the World Bank, Swiss Development 
Agency, UNICEF and various CSOs, strategic, a holistic approach to SCS was lacking. This was 
considered by UNICEF as a fundamental impediment to poverty reduction and social inclusion 
of children affected by their own, or their parents’ vulnerabilities. 

In 2010, UNICEF, in partnership with the Swiss Development Agency, assessed the national 
strategy for social inclusion and social protection, and designed the first programme on SCS in 
2012, aiming to establish a system responding to UNICEF’s principles and accessible to children, 
including the most marginalized, as a prerequisite for poverty reduction and social inclusion of 
children. 

The 2012 - 2016 GoA/UNICEF Programme of Cooperation mandated UNICEF to support the 
design of an integrated social service system at the decentralized level to fulfil one of the most 
fundamental rights of Albanian children and families - the right to social protection, care and 
support. 

The first UNICEF programme on social care services (2012 - 2016) aimed to establish a national 
comprehensive normative policy framework, implemented by empowered service providers 
located within the local government units at municipal level. The premise of the programme 
was that cash alone was not enough to help children and families cope with the multiple effects 
of poverty and exclusion. UNICEF and the Government defined the major “building blocks” 
of the SCS reform in Albania (decision-making processes, financial flows, minimum basket of 
social care services, human resources, administrative tools), creating the policy, legislation, and 
training human resources at the local level, while ensuring - through advice, advocacy and other 
activities - that these “building blocks” were accessible to children, and responded to UNICEF 
standards of child-friendliness. (further details at Annex 1: Terms of Reference of the Evaluation)

19. Official Gazette, DCM No. 135, date 07/03/2018 “On the approval of the Status of the State Social Service”, published at Official Gazette 
No.34, date 13/03/2018.

20. Official Gazette, DCM No. 87, date 03/02/2016, “Social Inclusion Policy Paper 2015-2020”.

21. Official Gazette, DCM No. 136, date 07/03/2018, “On the functioning and administration of the social care services national electronic 
register”, published at Official Gazette No. 34, date 13/03/2018.

22. Official Gazette, Law on Psychologist Order, DCM No. 40, date 14/04/2016, published at Official Gazette No. 77, date 09/05/2016.

23. Official Gazette, Law on Social Worker Order, DCM No. 163, date 04/12/2014, published at Official Gazette No. 198, date 20/12/2014. 
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The second programme (2017 - 2021), a component of “Leave no one behind”, implemented 
jointly with UNDP, UN Women and UNFPA, focused on the deployment, operationalization 
and implementation of the “building blocks” established under its predecessor. It aims at 
ensuring, by end 2021, the effective management and provision of adequate social services to 
vulnerable population through local authorities. This is done through mechanisms for social care 
provision (support to secondary legislation), capacity building of municipal staff on using these 
mechanisms, and advocacy/awareness raising. (further details at Annex 1: Terms of Reference 
of the Evaluation).

Stakeholders of the Intervention
An ambiguity regarding the target group of the intervention needed to be tackled to respond 
to the evaluation question concerning the relevance of the project intervention to UNICEF 
organisational mandate to help children and their families. Namely, the project logframe intended 
to develop a system which would protect “the rights of adults and children”, while demonstrating 
models of services targeting in priority the Roma and Egyptian community. The text makes 
numerous references to children, while the formulated impact tackles all “socially disadvantaged 
populations”. The logframe mentions Roma and Egyptian at outcome level, but children at output 
level only, assuming that the required “policies, procedures, structures, systems, capacities”, 
and the “core process of individual assessment of need, intervention planning and review”, were 
the same for both adults and children.

The reasoning during the inception phase of the intervention was that SCS for all needed to 
exist in order to give vulnerable children and their families the chance to escape poverty and 
social exclusion. The underlying assumption is that poverty reduction in communities and wider 
families, especially parents and grandparents, would both directly and indirectly benefit their 
children. This is consistent with UNICEF organisational approach to social protection: “One 
vertical inequality that is of critical interest to UNICEF is age – more specifically inequality in 
child poverty. It is well established that children experience poverty differently from adults 
and the impacts are often more severe for children due to their age and dependency.”24 Yet, 
“child-sensitive does not mean child-exclusive” and “addressing vulnerabilities of caregivers, 
households and communities [is] also important.”25 The end beneficiaries of the intervention 
are therefore all inhabitants of Albania: because virtually every person in Albania may, at some 
point in life, be in need of social care services, the normative policy framework targets all 
inhabitants of Albania. However, UNICEF in Albania advocated for this framework to prioritize 
and be sensitive to the most vulnerable children and their families/communities: Roma 
children and their communities, children affected by poverty and their communities, children and 
families affected by other vulnerabilities such as disabilities. 

The table below summarizes the involvement of all stakeholders in the intervention, and their 
stakes in the evaluation.26

24. UNICEF / Middle-Income Cluster Group, 2014, UNICEF in a Changing World: Programming in MICs, p. 13.

25. Isabel Ortiz and Natalia Winder / UNICEF, Social Protection Strategic Framework, presentation on 18 May 2012, <https://files.unicef.org/
socialpolicy/files/Social_Protection_Framework_18_May_12.ppt>, accessed 20/09/2019, slide 11.
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TABLE 2: STAKEHOLDERS OF THE INTERVENTION AND OF THE EVALUATION

Stakeholders Role in the intervention Participation in the evaluation Potential use of the evaluation

UNICEF

UNICEF in Albania Programmer and implementer of 
the evaluated intervention.

Commissioner of the evaluation. 
Recruited evaluation team members.
Provided most documents for document 
review.
Facilitated field missions.
Participated in theory of change 
reconstruction workshop.
Participated in individual interviews.
Participated in Reference Group.
Reviewed and commented evaluation 
outputs.
Was consulted on draft 
recommendations.

Analyse the applicability, successes and challenges 
in implementation of the intervention/approach. 
Position UNICEF in Albania better vis-à-vis 
outstanding challenges of the SCS in Albania. Better 
articulate its contribution to reforms in relations 
with national authorities, civil society, potential 
donors and partners. 
Input for continued support towards the reform 
according to its key principles and with best possible 
knowledge. 
For internal planning, reporting and advocacy efforts 
of UNICEF in Albania, informing the implementation 
of the 2017-2021 Country Programme. Informing the 
UNICEF in Albania Country Programme Evaluation 
and Situation Analysis of Children and Adolescents 
in Albania, both commencing in April 2020. 
Informing the Strategy Note and the new Country 
Programme Document 2022-2027, process starting 
in June 2020. 
Leveraging more financial resources. Making a case 
for other programme areas in UNICEF in Albania.

UNICEF Regional 
Office and 
Headquarters

Oversees the Country Offices 
including UNICEF in Albania. 
Prepares research-based 
guidance on thematic issues and 
intervention approach.

Reviewed and commented evaluation 
outputs.
Was consulted on draft 
recommendations.

Learn from experience on support to SCS, and 
work towards improvement and harmonisation of 
approach.
Assess the performance of the intervention of 
UNICEF in Albania, for internal accountability 
purposes.
Identify lessons learned and good practices, and 
share with other Country Offices engaged in SCS. 

National duty bearers

Ministry of 
Health and Social 
Protection (formerly 
Ministry of Social 
Welfare and 
Youth, MoSWY, 
reconfigured into 
MoHSP in 2017)

Key stakeholder and the “owner” 
of the SCS reform agenda.

Senior and mid-level staff interviewed 
and integrated in focus groups.
Senior staff part of the Reference 
Group. 
All staff involved in social protection 
included in the survey.

Important user of this evaluation for learning 
purposes (understanding the strengths and 
weaknesses, as well as the effects of the current 
normative policy framework supported by UNICEF) 
as well as decision making.
Contribute to the revision/ implementation of 
the National Social Protection Strategy, and 
corresponding legislation and by-laws by GoA. 

State Social 
Services (under 
MOHSP)

Responsible for administering the 
system of cash-based assistance, 
most residential institutions, 
for guiding and supporting the 
assessment, planning and delivery 
of SCS by the Municipalities.

Senior staff interviewed at national 
level.
Some of its practitioners interviewed 
at regional level (whenever present in 
sampled municipalities).

Better understand the effects of the current 
normative policy framework on practitioners and 
beneficiaries.

Integrated Policy 
Management 
Groups (IPMG)

Supported by a Technical 
Secretariat under the leadership 
of the Ministry of Economy and 
Finance, guides and monitors the 
reform actions carried out by the 
respective responsible entities.

Members consulted as informants 
through interviews.

Contribute to the revision/implementation of 
the National Social Protection Strategy, and 
corresponding legislation and by-laws by GoA.

Ministry of Finance Overview of the development of 
the normative policy framework. 
Key role in receiving and processing 
request for budget allocation from 
MoHSP. 

Relevant staff at senior and mid-
management levels interviewed.

Learn on the financial mechanisms underpinning 
SCS.

Ministry of 
Education, Sports 
and Youth, Ministry 
of Justice, Ministry 
of Interior

Overview of the development of 
the normative policy framework.

Informed of the evaluation.
Commission for Decentralisation (under 
Ministry of Interior) interviewed.

Better understand the effects of the current 
normative policy framework on children.
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Municipalities 
(elected officials, 
administrative staff 
of social protection 
units)

Responsible for SCS needs 
assessment, planning, 
administration and provision 
at local level. First-line duty 
bearers who interface with SCS 
beneficiaries outside of specialized 
institutions. Best placed to 
ascertain the state and impact of 
SCS system.

Available Mayors, Deputy Mayors, and 
all Heads of Social Protection Services 
interviewed.
All social workers included in 
interviews and/or focus groups in 
sampled municipalities.
Facilities for SCS delivery visited in 
sampled municipalities.
All social workers included in the survey.
Two municipalities represented in 
Reference Group.

Contribute to the development of the Municipal 
social care plans, so that actions are taken at local 
level to further accelerate the reform and enhance 
results for vulnerable groups, including children.
Advocate for improvements to the normative policy 
framework.

National Human 
Rights Institution 
(People’s Advocate)

Important overview of the 
situation of rights holders, in 
particular the most vulnerable.

Interviewed. Inform/confirm thematic reports and 
recommendations to the Government on economic 
and social rights.

International stakeholders and donors

UNDP, UNFPA, UN 
Women

Directly involved, through the joint 
Leave No One Behind programme, 
in supporting social protection 
including social care services.

Resident coordinator interviewed.
UNDP interviewed and represented in 
Reference Group.

Learn lessons from the impact of the implementation 
context on UNICEF intervention nationwide, and 
also in particular regions; analyse and amend risks 
accordingly. Explore complementarities and avoid 
overlaps in implementation. Use as a contribution for 
better implementation Sustainable Development Goals. 
Assess the performance of the UNICEF component of 
the Leave No one Behind project. Inform the Evaluation 
of the GoA and UN Programme of Cooperation 2017-
2021 starting in April 2020. Inform the development of 
the GoA and UN Programme of Cooperation 2022-2027, 
process to commence in September 2020. 

Other UN Agencies Social care services contribute to 
the implementation of Albania’s 
obligations under UN Conventions. 
Involved in supporting the 
Government and civil society 
towards the fulfilment of SDGs in 
Albania.

Informed of evaluation.

SDC UNICEF donor for the intervention. Interviewed. 
Invited to Reference Group.

Draw lessons concerning the impact of the 
contributions; critically analyse implementation 
context and associated risks. Assess the 
performance of UNICEF as an implementing partner.

EU Supports Albania towards the 
realisation of its objectives as a 
candidate country, under the EU-
Albania Stabilisation and Association 
Agreement, which poses human rights 
(including economic and social rights) as a core 
agreed principle, and puts “special 
emphasis on (…) social aspects” 
and foresees measures for “social 
development”.26 Envisages a vast 
support programme to social protection, 
including social services, in the coming 
years, and is therefore interested in the 
results of this evaluation for decision 
making purposes (prioritizing and planning 
the intervention).

Interviewed.
Participated in Reference Group.

Draw lessons concerning the feasible pace and 
impact of external contributions; critically analyse 
implementation context and associated risks; as an 
input to analyse Albania’s SCS on the road to EU 
accession. As an input for assessing the progress 
to date in field of social welfare, food for thought to 
consider the outstanding lacunae for the projected 
EU intervention in terms of geographic scope, but 
importantly in terms of missing components of the 
adequate social protection system. 
Contribute to the 2010-2024 EU budget support 
planning for the country, through the scheme of 
Instruments of Pre-Accession Assistance II, with a 
focus at implementing SCS system at local level.

Rights holders

CSOs and Civil 
Society

Valuable technical expertise 
historically provided at times up 
to 80% of all social services in 
the country to their respective 
audiences. Actively contributed to 
UNICEF initiatives in support SCS 
normative policy framework.

Interviewed in the capital (seat of Albanian 
CSOs and Albania chapters of international CSOs).
Interviewed in sampled municipalities 
(local chapters of international CSOs, implementing 
partners of LNB, providers of SCS).
Fully included in the survey.
Represented in Reference Group.

Advocate for improvements to the normative policy 
framework on behalf of users of SCS.

Actual and 
potential users of 
social care services, 
in particular 
children and their 
families facing 
vulnerabilities

End beneficiaries of the 
intervention. 

Interviewed in all sampled 
municipalities: adults receiving SCS/
parents of children receiving SCS. 
Interviewees included men and women 
(with an over-representation of women, reflecting 
the trend of gender involvement in SCS in Albania), 
representatives of Roma and Egyptian 
community, persons with disabilities/
parents of children and adults with 
disabilities, people affected by poverty. 

Gaining information on how the normative policy 
framework is implemented, and how it affects their 
access to their rights.
Demand SCS as a right. Advocate for consultative 
and inclusive social planning process at municipal 
level and contribute to municipal social mapping 
and municipal social plans, in particular regarding 
municipal budgeting, priorities for SCS and for 
particularly vulnerable groups of rights holders. 

26. European Union, “Stabilisation and Association Agreement between the European Communities and their Member States, of the one part, and the Republic 
of Albania, of the other part, consolidated”, Art. 70, 86, European Union, Brussels, February 2017.

Stakeholders Role in the intervention Participation in the evaluation Potential use of the evaluation
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Relative Importance of the Intervention to UNICEF
The case of UNICEF support to social care services in Albania is an excellent illustration of 
the UN’s agency approach in the region, which focuses on the elimination of disparities and 
barriers to social inclusion, the promotion of equity and accessibility, capacity development and 
advocacy – all done with the Government, through system-oriented advice on the formulation 
and implementation of legislation and policy. This is especially true since Albania’s challenges, 
such as deinstitutionalization27, the condition of ethnic minorities, and the focus on marginalized 
and vulnerable groups as regards the targets 1-3 of the Sustainable Development Goals28, are 
representative of MICs. Furthermore, UNICEF intervention in Albania builds on the international 
commitments of the GoA regarding Child protection, by responding to structural weaknesses. 
UNICEF’s overarching role enables to unify and focus action towards common goals, as defined 
in Parliament decisions and strategic planning29. 

Within the two consecutive strategic documents defining UNICEF country strategy in Albania, 
the intervention occupies its place with continuity:

 ♦ The 2012-2016 UNICEF in Albania Country Programme Management Plan foresees three 
programmes (Governance for children costed at 6.175 million USD; Inclusive and protective 
policies costed at 23,775 million USD; Cross-programme costs costed at 0,8 million USD)30. 
Along with child protection, violence against children, children in early years and health, 
SCS reform contributes to the Outcome stated for the second programme (Inclusive and 
Protective Policies for Children). 

 ♦ The 2017-2021 UNICEF in Albania Strategy Note foresees four outcomes (Child Rights 
Monitoring and Public Oversight costed at 3.75 million USD; Improved Governance for Social 
Equity and Inclusion costed at 4.8 million USD, Protection and Justice for Children costed at 
4.4 million USD; cross-cutting programme effectiveness costed at 1.05 USD)31. Along with 
Equitable MCH care and Inclusive Education and Early Learning, SCS reform contributes to 
the third outcome (Protection and Justice for Children).

However, not all anticipated costs of these programmes were effectively funded. The support of 
the SCS reform is one of the successful programmes of UNICEF in Albania in terms of resource 
mobilisation, with the continuous support of Swiss Development Cooperation. Interviews with 
UNICEF staff showed that this funding continuity was considered an essential part of the office’s 
overall stability and sustainability. This points to the significance of the intervention within 
UNICEF in Albania’s overall strategy.

2.3 THEORY OF CHANGE OF THE INTERVENTION

The two consecutive programmes forming the backbone of the intervention had each its 
logframe, while the overall approach to social services reform was mostly charted in the results 
framework of UNICEF in Albania strategic documents. The evaluation team, in consultation with 

27. Deinstitutionalization refers to the transfer of children, or other vulnerable persons, from closed/residential social institutions such as 
orphanages, elderly homes or permanent shelters, to solutions which integrate them into the society while attending to their requirements 
(e.g. foster care, home-based or community based services…), as well as to an approach in which placement in a closed/residential social 
institution is an option of last resort. The UN considers deinstitutionalization as a common challenge in MICs: Cf. Development cooperation 
with middle-income countries - Report of the Secretary-General, UNGA 68th Session of 05/08/2013, No. A/68/265.

28. Cf. Millennium Development Goals monitoring, in: <www.unicef.org/statistics/index_24304.html>, accessed 21 October 2019.

29. United Nations’ Children Fund, “UNICEF in Albania Strategic Note 2017 - 2021”, p. 7-10., UNICEF, Tirana, 2017.

30. United Nations’ Children Fund “Country Programme Management Plan 2012-2016”, p.8, UNICEF, Tirana, 2012.

31. United Nations’ Children Fund, “UNICEF in Albania Strategic Note 2017 - 2021”, p. 45., UNICEF, Tirana, 2017.
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UNICEF in Albania and the evaluation Reference Group, therefore opted for a theory of change-
based evaluation approach, which was reconstructed in a participatory fashion with UNICEF 
in Albania staff, and validated by the Reference Group. For this reason, this section does not 
reproduce the various logframes and result framework tables which relate to the object of 
the evaluation, but rather defines the concepts underpinning of the theory of change of the 
intervention, and exposes each level of this theory of change.

Definition of Key Concepts of the Theory of Change
The evaluation team found that, at the time when the intervention was designed and launched, 
the main object of the intervention, namely social care services, was not fully defined by 
UNICEF as an organisation, within the UN system, or by the academia. The documents 
produced through the intervention of UNICEF in Albania do not attempt a definition. Even at 
the time of implementing this evaluation, there was no commonly accepted definition of social 
care services. At the same time, in order to evaluate the contribution to the normative policy 
framework on SCS in Albania, it was necessary for the evaluation to define what SCS are. Our 
desk research showed that social care services are often defined:

 ♦ As a part of and in relation with social protection,
 ♦ Through the work they involve,
 ♦ Through key principles which ought to govern their delivery.

Social care services as a component of social protection
UNICEF defines social protection as a system (systems approach) in reference to the vulnerabilities 
and barriers it addresses, and views social care services as one of its key components. When 
UNICEF in Albania designed its intervention to support SCS, UNICEF as an organisation defined 
social protection as “the set of public and private policies and programmes aimed at preventing, 
reducing and eliminating economic and social vulnerabilities to poverty and deprivation. In this sense, 
it identifies four core components: social transfers, programmes to ensure access to services, social 
support and care services, and legislation and policy reform to remove inequalities in access to 
services or livelihoods/economic opportunities”.32 Reducing poverty – having been identified as a 
major vulnerability that also affects children disproportionately – is set as a priority33, which is 
consistent with the approach of the International Labour Organisation34 and the World Bank.35

Stemming from this, UNICEF approaches social protection as a system: “Social protection 
‘systems’ identify key structures and mechanisms that facilitate addressing multiple 
vulnerabilities in a holistic and integrated manner. This includes: defining policy frameworks and 
legislation where social protection policies and programmes are mainstreamed into poverty 
reduction strategies; building single-registry systems for beneficiaries; identifying appropriate 
and effective institutional arrangements to facilitate and ensure coordination among sectors, 
levels and financing mechanisms (horizontally and vertically); monitoring and evaluating systems 

32. UNICEF, December 2011, “Social Protection Strategic Framework, Integrated Social Protection Systems: Enhancing equity for 
children, Concept Note for Consultation”, <https://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/Concept_note_external-fv-dec2011.pdf>, accessed 
20/09/2019, p. 6.

33. Cf. for example Martins, Deolinda and Elena Gaia / UNICEF, “Preparing for an Uncertain Future: Expanding Social Protection for Children 
in Eastern Europe and Central Asia”, August 2012, p. 1: “Poverty disproportionately affects children in all CEECIS countries for which data is 
available.” And p. 8: “the population in the region [CEECIS] already suffered from underlying vulnerabilities to poverty and social exclusion 
– and these circumstances affected children disproportionately.” Countering poverty through Social protection, especially to attend to 
children’s needs, is not a specificity of UNICEF solely: it can also be found for example in a position paper of the German Federal Ministry 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ); BMZ, “Social Protection for Equitable Development”, Bonn/Berlin, September 2017, p. 
9, Section “Social health protection.”

34. ILO-UNICEF, “Joint Report on Social Protection for Children Achieving SDG 1.3 – Towards Universal Social Protection”, New York / 
Geneva, 2019.

35. World Bank, “Resilience, Equity and Opportunity: The World Bank’s Social Protection and Labor Strategy 2012–2022”, April 2012.



25UNICEF in Albania   EVALUATION REPORT

for social protection expenditure and performance, among others.”36 The idea of such a holistic 
system and its concrete applications represent the backdrop for UNICEF initiatives in Albania. 
More recently, UNICEF elaborated on the systems approach, defining the four core components 
of a child sensitive social protection system as: a foundation of evidence Policy; coordination 
and financing of social protection systems; programme areas of child sensitive social protection 
systems (Social transfers, Social insurance, Labour and jobs, Social service workforce); 
administration and integrated service delivery.37

Social care services are likewise defined in Albanian legislation as a component of social 
protection envisaged as a system: “an integrated and organised system of benefits and facilities, 
that are provided by the practitioners of the respective fields of public or non-public subjects, in 
order to ensure well-being, independence and social inclusion of individuals and families in need 
of social care”.38

Social care services as essential social work
Most publications define cash transfers and other 
components of social protection but do not elaborate 
on social care services: these are often implicit, 
undefined, or simply derive from a list of examples of 
services. For practical purposes, it is understood that a 
SCS system rests upon the performance of social work, 
defined by the International Association of Schools of 
Social Workers (IASSW) as follows:39 “Social work is a 
practice-based profession and an academic discipline 
that promotes social change and development, social 
cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of 
people. Principles of social justice, human rights, 
collective responsibility and respect for diversities are 
central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social 
work, social sciences, humanities and indigenous knowledges, social work engages people and 
structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing.”40 The system encompasses the 
direct delivery of “services, but also about devising and planning them.”41 

Principles and standards on social care services
From the definitions above, it is clear that, although ill-defined as a concept, social care services 
inherently respond to certain key principles. In 2012, the year UNICEF in Albania designed its 
first programme on SCS, several principles governing social work were defined, and therefore 
should be applied to social care services.42 These principles not only help characterize the kind of 

36. UNICEF, December 2011, “Social Protection Strategic Framework, Integrated Social Protection Systems: Enhancing equity for 
children, Concept Note for Consultation”, <https://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/Concept_note_external-fv-dec2011.pdf> , accessed 
20/09/2019, p. 7-8.

37. UNICEF, Global Social Protection Programme Framework, United Nations Children’s Fund, New York, 2019.

38. LAW no. 121/2016 On social care services in the republic of Albania, adopted 24 November 2016.

39. “The International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW), is the worldwide association of schools of social work, other tertiary 
level social work educational programmes, and social work educators. The IASSW promotes the development of social work education 
throughout the world, develops standards to enhance quality of social work education, encourages international exchange, provides forums 
for sharing social work research and scholarship, and promotes human rights and social development through policy and advocacy activities. 
IASSW holds consultative status with the United Nations and participates as an NGO in UN activities in Geneva, Vienna and New York. 
Through its work at the UN and with other international organizations, IASSW represents social work education at the international level.”, 
<https://www.iassw-aiets.org/about-iassw/>, accessed 21/09/2019.

40. Global Definition of Social Work, approved by the IASSW General Assembly and IFSW General Meeting in July 2014: <https://www.
iassw-aiets.org/global-definition-of-social-work-review-of-the-global-definition/>, accessed 21/09/2019.

41. P. Share & N. McElwee, 2005, “Applied Social Care”, Dublin, p. 4.

42. Mel Gray and Stephen A. Webb, June 2012, “The Sage Handbook of Social Work”, Introduction, p. 3.

Social protection

Social work

Social services
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SCS system UNICEF in Albania intended to contribute to, but to a point help define social work, 
and therefore social care services. In this vein, and while acknowledging the difficulty to reach a 
consensual definition, Sage (2012) highlights: “Over recent years there has been extensive work 
from professional associations, key stakeholder organisations, researchers, and service-user 
groups in trying to identify the nature and role of social work. For example, a number of core 
principles”. A workshop with UNICEF in Albania during the inception period enabled to list and 
pin-point these principles, which could then be traced in important publications.

 ♦ Equity: UNICEF, as an organisation, views “social protection as a tool for achieving equitable 
access, while contributing to equitable outcomes (…) there is a need to understand and 
address the underlying causes of inequity and to ensure equal access to services – education, 
health care, sanitation, clean water, protection – and resources.”43 For UNICEF “equity 
means that all children have an opportunity to survive, develop, and reach their full potential, 
without discrimination, bias or favoritism”44. Equity is particularly relevant to middle income 
countries such as Albania, where UNICEF considers not only equal opportunities, but also 
equity in results: “[middle income] country offices are looking for support in transforming 
their programmes to ensure they promote inclusive economic growth and leverage national 
policies and resources to achieve greater equity results of children.”45 Social protection (and 
SCS as one of its components) is seen as a tool in the service of equity: “Social protection 
protects vulnerable populations from shocks, and helps to level the playing field so that 
marginalized and excluded families can more effectively participate in the economy. (…) 
social protection is one of the tools for making growth more pro-poor and equitable.”46 One 
of the six core roles of UNICEF in MICs is to “promote and support attention to major issues 
of disparities, exclusion and discrimination”.47

 ♦ Accessibility is strongly correlated to equity: “Social protection programmes and policies 
remove barriers to access to services and thus contribute to human capital accumulation 
and inter-generational cycles of exclusion”.48 Scholarly articles corroborate the idea that 
accessibility is at the core of social work (and therefore of SCS), in that it intervenes to 
facilitate beneficiaries’ interaction with their environments (in other words to lift barriers), for 
the purpose of social inclusion and empowerment.49 

 ♦ Sustainability: the systems approach so social protection is strongly correlated with 
sustainability: “[A systems] approach has the potential to build resilience, enhance equity 
and coverage by addressing heterogeneous needs, as well as to promote opportunity by 
building and protecting human capital, skills and productivity. In addition to contributing to 
these goals, a systems approach also aims to improve the efficiency and sustainability of 
social protection programmes.”50

43. UNICEF, December 2011, Social Protection Strategic Framework, Integrated Social Protection Systems: Enhancing equity for children, 
Concept Note for Consultation, <https://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/Concept_note_external-fv-dec2011.pdf>, accessed 20/09/2019, p. 5.

44. UNICEF, 2010, Re-focusing on Equity: Questions and Answers; quoted after UNICEF / Michael Bamberger and Marco Segone, approx. 
2011, How to design and manage Equity-focused evaluations, <https://evalpartners.org/sites/default/files/EWP5_Equity_focused_
evaluations.pdf>, accessed 20/09/2019, p. 19.

45. UNICEF / Middle-Income Cluster Group, 2014, “UNICEF in a Changing World: Programming in MICs”, p. 4.

46. Nicholas Rees, Jingqing Chai, David Anthony / UNICEF, Social and Economic Policy Working Paper, June 2012, “Right in Principle and in 
Practice: A Review of the Social and Economic Returns to Investing in Children”, <https://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/index_62529.html>, 
accessed on 20/09/2019, p. 28.

47. UNICEF / Middle-Income Cluster Group, 2014, “UNICEF in a Changing World: Programming in MICs”, p. 2.

48. UNICEF, December 2011, “Social Protection Strategic Framework, Integrated Social Protection Systems: Enhancing equity for children, Concept 
Note for Consultation”, <https://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/Concept_note_external-fv-dec2011.pdf>, accessed 20/09/2019, p. 5.

49. “The social work profession promotes social change, problem solving in human relationships and the empowerment and liberation of 
people to enhance well-being. Utilizing theories of human behaviour and social systems, social work intervenes at the points where people 
interact with their environment. Principals of human rights and social justice are fundamental to social work” in: P. Trevithick, “Social Work 
Skills”, New York, 2009, p. 2.

50. UNICEF / World Bank, January 2013, “Common Ground: UNICEF and World Bank Approaches to Building Social Protection Systems”, 
<https://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/UNICEF-WB_systems_note_formatted.pdf >, accessed on 20/09/2019, p. ii.
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 ♦ Accountability is a core principle of the systems supported by UNICEF, with a pledge 
to “enhance the accountability of national institutions.”51 The UN Core Competencies 
framework 52 defines accountability as characterizing an official who: “Takes ownership 
of all responsibilities and honours commitments, Delivers outputs for which one has 
responsibility within prescribed time, cost and quality standards, Operates in compliance 
with organizational regulations and rules, Supports subordinates, provides oversight and 
takes responsibility for delegated assignments, Takes personal responsibility for his/her own 
shortcomings and those of the work unit, where applicable”. Accountability, transposed to a 
system of services, therefore encompasses the performance of mandated functions, with 
an obligation of means towards quality, in compliance with due process and rules. It also 
supposes the existence of effective remedies to the possible failures to comply with these 
obligations, at individual and institutional levels. 

 ♦ Life-cycle focus rests upon the idea that anybody, at any point of their life, could face 
conditions which make them vulnerable, and that assistance needs to target these 
vulnerabilities to help overcome them, and increase resilience throughout the rest of one’s 
life; “a [holistic] systems approach is appropriate to understanding the evolving needs of 
children over the life-cycle and the need to address vulnerabilities that are compounded over 
time if not addressed.”53 The aim is to retain, or recreate social inclusion despite transitory 
or permanent vulnerabilities at any point in one’s life cycle. Childhood and youth constitute 
periods in one’s life-cycle, when potential vulnerability are higher or compounded: “In 
addition to sharing many of the same sources of vulnerability faced by their families and 
communities, children face age-specific vulnerabilities which differ from those of adults or 
have more serious consequences.”54

51. UNICEF / Middle-Income Cluster Group, 2014, “UNICEF in a Changing World: Programming in MICs”, p. 23.

52. <https://careers.un.org/lbw/attachments/competencies_booklet_en.pdf>, accessed 10/10/2019.

53. UNICEF / World Bank, January 2013, “Common Ground: UNICEF and World Bank Approaches to Building Social Protection Systems”, 
<https://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/UNICEF-WB_systems_note_formatted.pdf >, accessed on 20/09/2019, p. 7.

54. UNICEF, December 2011, “Social Protection Strategic Framework, Integrated Social Protection Systems: Enhancing equity for 
children, Concept Note for Consultation”, <https://www.unicef.org/socialpolicy/files/Concept_note_external-fv-dec2011.pdf>, accessed 
20/09/2019, p. 4.

Figure 1: Overview of UNICEF theory of change, and delineation of evaluation criteria as applied to the theory of change
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Description of the Theory of Change of the Intervention
This section presents the content of each level of the theory of change as a chain of causes and 
consequences (purpose, impact, results, input), the internal and external assumptions which make 
this chain valid, and which evaluation criteria and question assesses each element of the theory of 
change. The assumptions are numbered, for ease of reference during the reading of the findings. 
Annex 3: Visual Aids to the theory of change, unfolds step by step the diagram and logic. 

Purpose level
The definition of the intervention’s intended impact, as stated in the strategy document of 
UNICEF in Albania, as well as in the initial project document, is fairly complex.55 Based on 
the reconstructed theory of change, the intervention, by building an entire system, aimed to 
contribute to the reduction of poverty and promote social inclusion in a way that would 
be child-sensitive and prioritize children and their families/communities. The intervention 
intended to do this by developing SCS, as a component of social protection.

For social care services to contribute to poverty reduction and social inclusion in the long run, 
two external assumptions were identified:

 ♦ A positive perception of SCS by the relevant stakeholders (such as social workers and rights 
holders), so that the interaction between the system and the rights holders would be durably 
positive and act as an incentive for all stakeholders;

 ♦ A continuous push by the international stakeholders and donors, such as UNICEF in Albania, 
the EU, bilateral agencies and other UN organisations, so as to maintain a high level of 
responsibility among the duty bearers. 

This evaluation cannot assess whether this purpose has been reached, as the contribution of 
UNICEF in Albania to poverty and social inclusion trends in the country is too diluted to be 
measured. However, under the relevance criterion, it assesses the relevance of this purpose 
and of the overall theory of change, in view of the needs of the end beneficiaries (evaluation 
question No. 2), and the respective strategic objectives of UNICEF as an organisation 
(evaluation question No. 1) and Albania (evaluation question No. 2).

The evaluation also assesses the realisation of the assumptions at purpose level, under the 
sustainability criterion (evaluation question No. 10), as the fulfilment of these assumptions 
is a condition for the intervention to contribute towards the intervention’s purpose in the long run.

Impact level
The intervention intended for the SCS system to deliver social care services to those in need 
of them.

In order for this delivery to actually contribute to the purpose of the intervention, the external 
assumption was that:

 ♦ All those in need could actually access these services. This means, in particular, that the 
system, which was designed for all persons in need in Albania, would not leave children and 
their families behind, but rather be sensitive to their needs, rights and potential vulnerabilities, 

55. The project document states the intended impact of the project as follows: “Socially disadvantaged populations, including those in the 
most complex and challenging situations, benefit from a functional and sustainable social services system, that helps them escape the 
conditions that perpetuate poverty and social exclusion and enjoy the level of wellbeing compliant with the international human rights 
standards and the normative principles of the European Community”. In addition, UNICEF Albania Strategy Note for the Country Programme 
2017-2017 highlights: “The long-term vision of success is that all boys and girls in Albania, especially those in situations of marginalization 
and/or particular vulnerability (those affected by poverty, with disabilities, from Roma and Egyptian minorities, in migration and/or living in 
underserved regions) equitably benefit from good quality social services that fully meet international and the EU standards and effectively 
assist children overcome their deprivations.”(UNICEF Country Office in Albania, “Programme Strategy Note 2017 – 2021”, internal, p. 29).
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and target them specifically where required, including through the specialized services 
(services developed for special categories, such as children or persons with disabilities, and 
requiring specific competences of the relevant social protection staff.) In short, the system 
had to be child-sensitive.

Social care services were viewed as the missing key stone of the overall social protection 
architecture: the programme document proposed two external assumptions, which would be 
necessary so that social care services could serve the intended purpose:

 ♦ The existence of a child protection system strongly linked with social care services: this 
was seen as a condition to ensure better identification of families in need, as well as an 
anchoring point for the future SCS units close to the citizens;

 ♦ Complementarity between social care services and cash transfers: this was deemed 
necessary to extricate the families from the situation of vulnerability, poverty and social 
exclusion, as cash and services are complementary pillars of social protection which interact 
to provide a chance to overcome vulnerabilities.

Under the impact criterion, this evaluation assesses whether and how the intended beneficiaries/
rights holders actually access and receive social care services (changes in the lives of women, 
men, girls and boys – evaluation question No. 9). It also assesses the realisation of the 
assumptions, that is, how social care services relate to child protection and cash assistance 
(broader changes – evaluation question No. 8).

Intermediate and immediate results level
For the SCS system to deliver services, it first needs to be set up. In the existing vacuum of 
state social care service provision, UNICEF concluded that it had to first support the building 
of an entire, state-owned, SCS system (Outcome 1 of the programme logframe),56 while at 
the same time directly supporting the provision of social care services to the most vulnerable 
groups, particularly the Roma (Outcome 2 of the programme logframe).57 

The creation of the system represents the intermediate result level of the theory of change, 
while the various components of this system, and their normative policy framework 
constitute the immediate results envisaged by the theory of change. 

For this system to actually contribute to the intended impact, the team reconstructed a key 
internal assumption: 

 ♦ UNICEF hoped for the SCS to mainstream and to be compliant with the key principles 
championed by UNICEF: Equitable and inclusive, Accessible, Sustainable, Accountable, 
Life cycle-focused. Some of this wording is used already in the first programme logframe.58

56. This is in line with UN strategic vision at the time of designing the programme: “The Secretary-General’s Report summarizes the role of 
the UN in MICos as the following, “in addition to capacity development and advocacy, upstream policy formulation and implementation and 
other targeted technical support in various sectors and cross-cutting areas constitute important elements in the contribution of the United 
Nations to middle-income countries” (paragraph 48).” In: UNICEF / Policy and Practice, “UNICEF’s Approach in Middle Income Countries – 
Six Core Strategic Roles – Discussion Note”, May 2010, p. 2.

57. This is in line with support to change in MICs: “In many [MI] countries this [tackling ‘unfinished traditional development agenda’] will require 
advocacy and policy support from development actors to strengthen institutional frameworks, and re-focus social expenditures and national policies 
rather than direct programming inputs. For some [critical] MICs, however, this unfinished agenda is so large that development interventions will 
need to be focused both upstream at the advocacy/policy level as well as downstream at the programmatic/service delivery level.” In: UNICEF / 
Middle-Income Cluster Group, “UNICEF in a Changing World: Programming in Middle Income Countries”, New York, 2014, p. 17. 

58. UNICEF Country Office in Albania, “Programme Strategy Note 2017 – 2021” expects “good quality social services that fully meet 
international and the EU standards and effectively assist children” (p. 9). At impact level, the first programme’s logframe mentions 
“comprehensive systems approach”, “attention the different categories of human rights”, issues with inequity and root causes of poverty. 
At output level, it refers to “accountability”, “Equity-oriented social care services”, “social inclusion”, “Principle of non-exclusive targeting, 
and avoidance of segregated services”, “assisting particularly vulnerable groups with quality services”, “participation of civil society”.



30

Under the effectiveness criterion, the evaluation assesses whether the system can be rolled 
out, and whether these internal assumptions were fulfilled: in other words whether UNICEF 
in Albania was be able to channel its principles and its priority target group into these 
building blocks, and into the normative policy framework (evaluation question No. 5).
At immediate result level, the theory of change defined the basic building blocks which had to 
be designed and introduced in partnership with the Government, in an iterative fashion. 

Figure 2: Zoom on the intermediate results as per theory of change - Model of the system of social care services, its building 
blocks and compliance with UNICEF principles

Zooming into the immediate results of the theory of change, the building blocks of the SCS 
system were:

 ♦ The social care services themselves (the “basket of services”);
 ♦ The administrative flows and decision-making processes (division of responsibilities between 

the various levels of governance, job categories, planning, reporting and accountability lines);
 ♦ The administrative tools (such as needs assessment and planning procedures and tools, 

decision-making processes, information and data management system) serving the 
implementation of administrative flows and decision-making processes;

 ♦ The financial flows, both vertically (between the national and local level) and horizontally 
(within one level), and in particular the social fund based on the costing of social plans for 
each municipality –deemed to ensure clear financial responsibilities, as well as the financial 
feasibility and sustainability of the system;
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 ♦ The human resources (in particular the social workers), who needed education (revised 
diplomas in social work) and/or (re)training.

For these building blocks (immediate results) to lead to the desired SCS system, three key 
external assumptions needed to be met:

 ♦ A sufficient level of political will needed to continuously exist throughout the duration of 
the intervention;

 ♦ Change agents needed to emerge and lead the elaboration of the normative policy 
framework, as well as its deployment;

 ♦ Sufficient funding to roll out the SCS system, and a clear division of funding responsibilities 
among the various duty bearers.

The evaluation assesses to what extent the building blocks were established, and whether 
these assumptions were realised (evaluation question No. 4).

Input level
UNICEF in Albania contributed to the establishment of the system through various types of 
activities (advocacy, provision of expertise and advice, research, piloting in a few municipalities, 
and some direct funding), all designed to inform, convince, support, and convey the key principles 
into the system. To this end, UNICEF in Albania mobilised internal and external assets, such as 
knowledge, human resources and funds. 

The evaluation assesses to what extent these assets were optimized in the efficiency criterion 
(evaluation question No. 6).

These activities followed a conscious partnership approach, in order to align the theory of 
change of UNICEF in Albania and the strategies of the Government. It facilitated an inclusive 
dialogue with all relevant stakeholders (such as the Government, civil society, academia and 
other international stakeholders and donors), in order to inform the debate, gather support, 
facilitate the emergence of champions of change, and defuse misunderstandings and conflicts. 
UNICEF in Albania also adopted a progressive approach, working on the building blocks in 
sequence tactically, by adapting to the opportunities and entry doors identified throughout 
the implementation period. In this sequence, UNICEF in Albania tried to synchronize the 
establishment of the building blocks with other key reforms, such as the decentralisation and 
local finance reforms.

The evaluation assesses these aspects under the efficiency criterion (evaluation question 
No. 7).
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3.1 EVALUATION APPROACH 

The comprehensive evaluation objectives and scope set out on the original Terms of Reference 
(Annex 1: Terms of Reference of the Evaluation) as well as the wide temporal and thematic 
scope of the evaluation, pointed to a theory of change-based approach using contribution 
analysis: the evaluation assessed how UNICEF theory of change realized and how its realization 
contributed to the normative policy framework on SCS. 

The streamlined focus of the evaluation on the normative policy framework makes it a 
policy-focused evaluation. The evaluation looked primarily into:

 ♦ How a national policy – and its embodiment through national strategies, legislation, 
regulations, institutional arrangements and institutional capacities – has been rendered 
possible, supported, and influenced by UNICEF’s contribution;

 ♦ How operational, practical, impactful and sustainable the UNICEF-inspired characteristics of 
this policy are.

Since the SCS system was essentially build from scratch in Albania, the analysis of UNICEF 
contribution to the process formed the key methodological approach, which is discussed in 
more detail below, while addressing the data analysis methods (sub-chapter 3.3.3). Responding 
to the complex evaluation framework, which demanded a comprehensive data collection design, 
the team used a mixed approach to data, using both qualitative and quantitative data, drawing on 
both primary and secondary/proxy data and sources.

3.2 EVALUATION QUESTIONS
The simplified evaluation matrix below (full version available in Annex 4: Extended Evaluation 
Matrix) was built based on the evaluation scope contained in the Terms of Reference and the 
key questions were derived from the Evaluation Criteria, also provided in the Terms of Reference 
(Annex 1: Terms of Reference of the Evaluation, Table 1). These key evaluation questions were 
further broken down into sub-questions, and the evaluation team designed indicators which 
reveal attributable changes for each evaluation question.

EVALUATION 
METHODOLOGY
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TABLE 3: SIMPLIFIED EVALUATION MATRIX

Evaluation 
Criteria Evaluation Questions Sub-questions Indicators

Relevance 1. To what extent did UNICEF’s 
theory of change match UNICEF’s 
priorities and standards, and 
Albania’s priorities and vision?

How coherent are UNICEF’s theory of change, 
and implemented action, with its guiding 
principles, its overall strategic documents and 
with the recommendations of relevant treaty 
bodies?
What were UNICEF’s and the GoA’s 
approaches the policy normative framework of 
SCS reform?
How aligned were these approaches with 
each other, and with identified needs?

Regularity of UNICEF in Albania 
communication with and contribution to GoA 
policy, regulatory and legislative drafting
Recurrence of common terminology between 
UNICEF organization-wide strategic guidance, 
and UNICEF in Albania strategic documents
Evidence of social cleavages articulated 
in international (WB, UNDP, UNICEF) and 
national studies (governmental and CSO 
reports).

2. To what extent has UNICEF’s 
theory of change addressed the 
need for, and barriers to the social 
inclusion children and families?

Has UNICEF contributed to policy, legislation, 
regulations and institutions with sufficient 
and quality analysis of barriers to social 
integration?
To what extent have UNICEF’s interventions 
in support of the normative policy framework 
contributed to mainstreaming and targeting 
the needs of the children and families in 
Albania? 

Dynamics of poverty and inequality 
indicators as evidenced by UNICEF and other 
international and national reports. 

3. How relevant is UNICEF’s Theory 
of Change within the current action 
to the emerging needs and priorities 
of Albania?

To what extent has UNICEF’s action been 
coherent with its theory of change?
How has UNICEF’s theory of change evolved 
over time?
What are the possible scenarios to optimize 
this relevance in the long run?

The degree of alignment of the priorities of 
UNICEF in Albania with national priorities as 
articulated in national strategic documents
The perception of alignment between the 
national and UNICEF in Albania priorities by 
decision makers and stakeholders.

Effectiveness 4. What were the results of 
UNICEF’s action in terms of 
establishment of building blocks of 
the SCS system?

Was UNICEF’s action instrumental in setting 
a policy agenda for SCS reform and if so in 
what way?
To what extent was UNICEF’s contribution to 
policy development effective in mainstreaming 
vulnerable groups and their needs (e.g. gender 
inequalities and inequity in service delivery, 
particularly for children and families)?
Was UNICEF’s action instrumental to 
the design and /or adoption of the policy 
normative framework of SCS, and if so in 
what way?
How has UNICEF mainstreamed its key 
expertise and principles for SCS during the 
design and/r adoption of the policy normative 
framework of SCS?

Self-reported understanding by stakeholders 
of the building blocks as constitutive of a 
systems approach.
Recurrence of key terminology and 
constitutive elements of the SCS system, both 
in UNICEF strategic documents and in the 
normative policy framework as adopted by 
Albanian authorities
Recurrence of semantic similarities between 
UNICEF guidance and/or communication 
documents, and the normative policy 
framework
Albania’s normative and policy framework 
provide adequate resources for meeting 
commitments on SCS

5. To what extent has UNICEF 
succeeded in mainstreaming of 
UNICEF principles? 

Efficiency 6. To what extent has UNICEF 
optimized its assets and 
comparative advantages?

What are UNICEF’s comparative advantages to 
SCS support, in terms of expertise, standards/
principles worldwide, vision, resources, and 
assets in the country?
How did UNICEF mobilize these advantages to 
influence the stakeholders?
How has UNICEF coordinated with key actors 
of SCS or connected areas?

The mix of assets used by UNICEF in Albania 
to for development of normative framework as 
compared to traditionally used/available assets.
The progression shown in the outcomes of 
internal and external monitoring 
The regularity, breadth and depth of cooperation 
and joint planning with other actors.
Factual evidence and perception of critical 
stumbling blocks in reform addressed through 
such collaboration.

7. To what extent has UNICEF 
harnessed synergies with other 
actors, in particular with the GoA’s 
vision and theory of change, as well 
other international actors and civil 
society initiatives?

Impact 8. What are the broader 
changes resulting from UNICEF’s 
contribution?

How has UNICEF influenced the compliance 
of the policy normative framework of SCS in 
Albania with key principles?
What institutional settings and behaviours 
have resulted from UNICEF’s contribution, 
and how compatible are they with UNICEF’s 
principles?

Expectations expressed by stakeholders are 
self-reportedly increasing
Documentary and perceptive evidence of child 
care services adequately integrated within 
social care services
Prioritization of SCS in government’s strategic 
documents.

9. Can the contribution of UNICEF-
supported policy normative 
framework to changes in boys, girls, 
women and men’s access to SCS as 
rights holders, be traced?

Sustainability 10. How likely is it that UNICEF’s 
contribution to the policy normative 
framework of SCS in Albania will 
last in the long run?

What are the conditions for this impact to last?
How likely are these conditions to last?
What can UNICEF and its partners do to 
ensure lasting impact?

Perceived subjective change in access to/
quality of social services
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Participation
Given the wide temporal and geographic scope, as well as the choice of the contribution 
analysis methodology to conduct this evaluation, the participatory approach was crucial to 
ensure consistent focus on UNICEF in Albania’s contribution to the normative policy framework 
(as opposed to an assessment of SCS in Albania), as well as to the actual changes that have 
occurred on the ground, in terms of evolution of the system as supported by UNICEF. These 
needed to be discerned in the context of the Government’s overall policy accomplishments, as 
well as contributions of other donor agencies and programs.

To ensure continued consultation and participation, the Evaluation Reference Group was set up. 
The composition of this group is presented in the table below. For more detailed information 
please refer to Annex 2: Terms of Reference of the Evaluation Reference Group, and to the 
section 2.2.3 Stakeholders of the intervention, especially therein Table 2: Stakeholders of the 
intervention and of the evaluation.

Within the Reference group, these stakeholders were regularly consulted on:

 ♦ The evaluation approach, in particular the respective theory of change;
 ♦ The data collection tools and analytical approach;
 ♦ The preliminary findings;
 ♦ The final report.

Constant ongoing consultation and communication with UNICEF in Albania was maintained 
throughout the evaluation process.

Human Rights
This evaluation mainstreamed human rights principles: several key evaluation questions, 
especially under the Relevance (Evaluation Questions No. 1 and 2), Effectiveness (Evaluation 
Question No. 5), and Impact (Evaluation Question No. 9) criteria, are explicitly formulated based 
on the fundamental concepts of children rights, and economic and social rights. Based on these 
questions, the findings examine the performance of UNICEF action against its theory of change, 
but also against core UNICEF principles which are in line with these rights. 

Equity
This evaluation is theory of change-based, and therefore assesses to what extent the theory 
of change of UNICEF for social care services is realised. Since equity was an important and 
crucial part of this theory of change, this aspect is entrenched in the very methodology of the 
evaluation, and embedded in its findings.

This evaluation also sought to apply this principle, to the best of the possibilities, to its own 
process: it ensured a balanced representation of different types of stakeholders and points 
of view (Executive, civil society actors, rights holders, academia, international stakeholders) 
throughout the field work. The evaluation team, supported by local stakeholders, also made sure 
to interviews during the field visits, particularly at municipal level, rights holders with particular 
vulnerabilities, and whose voice is not often heard: persons with disabilities, or parents of 
children with disabilities; persons belonging to the Roma and Egyptian community; persons 
affected by poverty. 

Gender Equality
Gender analysis and gender transformative results are particularly relevant to social care 
services, because the barriers to social inclusion faced by men and women, boys and girls are 
often different. Social care services are also a “gendered” thematic area: traditionally social 
work has been considered “a woman’s job”. The evaluation team sought to interview as many 
men as possible. This evaluation therefore systematically assessed:
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 ♦ Whether a gender analysis was conducted as a part, or as a result of the evaluated intervention
 ♦ Whether the intervention had generated gender transformative results

The evaluation team further looked into the gender balance among the experts mobilised by 
UNICEF for its intervention. 

The evaluation team ensured that both men and women were included in interviews and focus 
groups, which proved challenging, owing to the gender trends in the social protection sector, 
where women are greatly overrepresented. Finally, the evaluation team disaggregated its survey 
results according to various criteria, including gender. Where the differences between men’s 
and women’s responses were significant, they were reported – however, given the very small 
number of men who took the survey this was only rarely the case. Most responses did not differ 
much between men and women.

3.3 DATA COLLECTION, SAMPLING AND ANALYSIS

Data Collection
The evaluation team combined qualitative and quantitative data collection tools, primary and 
proxy data sources, as well as general and case study-specific data. 

Document review
In reviewing the documents, the evaluation team was guided by contribution analysis methodology. 
One of the key objectives was to retrace the “story” of the contribution of UNICEF in Albania to 
Albania’s SCS normative framework against the background of national context and to analyse the 
documentary evidence of involvement of various actors in this process. The documents were also 
analysed to reconstruct the approach of the GoA as regards social care services and its thinking about 
the normative policy framework. Further, the team compared the vision, strategies and principles that 
transpire from the theories of change of UNICEF in Albania and from the approach of the Government. 
The analysis of draft laws, regulations and internal reports also allowed to trace contributions to the 
policy normative framework; and to trace the way in which UNICEF in Albania embedded its guiding 
principles into these documents. The national regulations and policy documents were analysed to 
trace sensitivity to children, families and their needs and vulnerabilities. 

TABLE 4: DOCUMENT TYPES ANALYSED

International 
reference 
documents

Background documents publicly available (e.g. reports by monitoring bodies/monitoring mechanisms of UN and the 
Council of Europe);
Strategic documents of UNICEF;
Guiding UNICEF documents and publications pertaining to evaluation methodology, social protection and other 
related topics;

National 
policy and 
regulation

EU public documents (e.g. agreements with Albania, public reports, strategic documents);
General GoA strategic documents (e.g. national strategies);
UNDAF documents in Albania;
UNICEF in Albania strategic and planning documents;
UNICEF in Albania and other UN publications regarding social protection in Albania;
Reports and publications by other international organisations and CSOs regarding social care services in Albania. 
The normative policy framework related to Albania’s SCS (policy documents, legislation, by-laws, organigrammes, 
relevant administrative instructions, education curricula…)

Programmatic
UNICEF and UNDAF project and programme documents, reports, budgetary documents, or other, pertaining to both 
phases of engagement;
Documents related to interaction with the donor;

Operational
Documents retracing UNICEF’s inputs/contributions to the SCS normative framework (e.g. research, studies, reports, 
primary data collected in the framework of the action, correspondence, comments, talking points, vision documents…)
Samples of templates, decisions, internal instructions/guidelines of the sampled NARUs;
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Semi-structured interviews
Semi-structured interviews were held by the evaluation team, according to the predefined 
interview templates (see Annex 6: Primary Data Collection Tools and Annex 7: List of sites and 
interviews/focus groups). Verbatim notes were taken and shared only within the evaluation team. 
Deep interviewing techniques were used to provide rich qualitative data. Interviews were held in 
confidence, to preserve anonymity. No interviews were held with children or in their presence. 
In the sampled NARUs, interviewed beneficiaries were sampled randomly and were offered 
an interview, with a written consent form. (Interview guidelines for beneficiaries are attached 
in Annex 6: Primary Data Collection Tools). The interviews engaged rights holders, social care 
services and social protection practitioners at municipal and regional level, national government 
policymakers and executives, Members of Parliament, academia, UNICEF in Albania, UNICEF 
Regional Office, UNICEF Headquarters, other UN agencies, as well as donor agencies and 
CSOs. Overall, 88 persons were interviewed, of which 64% were women and 27% were men. 
Persons belonging to the Roma and Egyptian community were included, as well as persons with 
disabilities and parents of children with disabilities.

TABLE 5: GENDER DISAGGREGATION OF INTERVIEW AND FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS

male nr  female nr total I+FG

interviewed  24 64 88

focus group 2 20 22

total I+FG 26 84 110

male % female % total I+FG

interviewed  27 73 100

focus group 10 90 100

total I+FG 24 86 100

Focus groups
During the data collection mission, the evaluation team organized two focus groups with social 
protection staff of the visited municipalities, and one focus group with the academia (see Annex 
6: Primary Data Collection Tools and Annex 7: List of sites and interviews/focus groups). A total 
of 22 persons participated, of which 90% were women and 10% were men. The focus groups 
explored the appropriation of UNICEF principles, and the mainstreaming of child sensitiveness 
and sensitiveness to children’s vulnerabilities. The focus groups triggered discussions and 
provided rich qualitative data. They operated under Chatham House rules.

Survey
Following the data gathering field missions, the evaluation team designed an online survey. 
The survey looked into the experience and perceptions of the respondents regarding the SCS 
system and its normative legal framework, the practicability of this framework in day-to-day 
delivery of services to the users, as well as the contribution of UNICEF in Albania. The online 
questionnaire used a piping technique: respondents answered a set of common core questions, 
and were then automatically directed to the section of the survey addressed to practitioners or to 
policy makers, depending on their response as to their occupation. Respondents included: the staff 
of the Ministry of Health and Social Protection who have an overview of the SCS normative policy 
framework59, the staff of the State Social Services, and social workers in all municipalities (including 

59. General Department of Policies and Health/Social Protection Development (Preparation and Feasibility of Social Services Project Unit; 
Monitoring, Delivery and Statistics Unit; Policies and Strategies for Social Inclusions and Gender Equity Unit; Policies and Strategies 
on Social Care and Integrated Social Services Unit; Social Services Development Programs Unit) and General Regulatory Department of 
Compliance for Health and Social Protection (Social Services Regulatory Unit; Cooperation, Agreements and Contracts Unit; Coordination 
and Integration Unit; Legal Counselling and Monitoring of Impacts of Regulatory Acts Unit; Programming, Drafting and Harmonization of 
Regulatory Acts Unit; Standards and Administration of Hospitals and Social Services Unit).
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the 14 municipalities supported by UNICEF in Albania, and the 50 not supported by UNICEF in Albania 
– some of which were supported by UNDP or by civil society actors). The survey was anonymous 
and administered through SurveyMonkey™ software. The MoHSP invited the respondents via a 
standardized email to take the survey online. Respondents were informed of the purpose of the 
survey, and of the evaluation, as well as duration, deadline and anonymity of their response.

The survey was sent out to 286 respondents, based on names provided by the MoHSP and 
Association of Social Workers and cross-checked. Out of these addressees 128 responded, 
making for a response rate close to 45%: this is relatively high for this type of consultation 
which usually averages around 30%. The number of respondents ensures statistical significance 
for most results in percentage points. 88% respondents were women, while 12% were men. 
The survey took less than 7 minutes to fill in, survey extracts and the full survey are presented 
in Annex 8: Survey Results. 

Sampling 
The evaluation analysed quantitative and qualitative data that can be grouped into three categories 
– the general data relevant to the entire scope of the evaluation, specific data analysed for the 
three thematic case studies and the data analysed for the three municipal case studies. Each 
of these groups used their own collection tools. The summary of the data groups and the data 
collection tools used is provided below.

TABLE 6: DATA GROUPS AND DATA COLLECTION TOOLS

Data Groups Data collection tools used

General data (relevant to entire 
scope of evaluation)

Online Survey;
Semi-structured Interviews with informants having an overview of the action;
Focus groups and workshops with informants having an overview of the action;
Document review.

Three thematic case studies 
(National Social Protection Strategy, 
Law on Social Care Services, By-law 
on the basket of services)

Review of all documents tracing UNICEF’s contribution throughout the preparation and drafting 
process of the selected cases
Review of various iterations of draft selected documents
Specific questions during interviews with policy and law makers

Three municipal case studies 
(Durres, Malesia e Madhe, Permet)

Interviews in the selected municipalities, with NARU current and/or former staff, other relevant 
officers and elected officials in the selected Municipalities, SCS beneficiaries, local/national/
international CSOs;
Collection and review of additional documents in the concerned municipalities (e.g. samples 
of instructions and guidelines introduced locally, sample of decisions on social care services, 
sample of reports produced locally…)

The three thematic case studies mapped the actions by which UNICEF contributed to each 
step of development of policy, regulation or legislation related to SCS. The evaluation identified 
all UNICEF in Albania documents corresponding to these actions, checked them for internal 
coherence, for mainstreaming of UNICEF in Albania principles, and compared the final document 
(strategy, law or regulation) to the input provided by UNICEF in Albania. To further the insight, 
policymakers were interviewed on the nature, content and usefulness of the contribution of UNICEF 
in Albania in the elaboration of these documents. Particular attention was paid to the degree of 
alignment of the final national strategy with UNICEF principles. Specific sub-questions related to 
the three thematic cases were also asked during the policymakers’ focus group meeting.

The sampling criteria for the thematic studies included:

 ♦ Importance of the document for the SCS system (the national document sampled needs to 
form a necessary condition to the existence of the SCS system)

 ♦ Feasibility (a critical mass of background documentation needs to be available)
 ♦ Relevance of UNICEF principles and target groups to the sampled national document
 ♦ At least one policy document, and one legal document (legislation or regulation). 
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Based on these criteria, the evaluation team proposed to develop the following case studies:

TABLE 7: SAMPLING OF THEMATIC CASE STUDIES

National document Type Importance to SCS Relevant UNICEF principles Feasibility

National Social 
Protection Strategy

Policy document Defining document, 
establishes  
the vision and approach 
to SCS.

Relevant to all principles  
and to targeting

Ample archive kept within 
UNICEF

Law on Social Care 
Services

Legislation Founding law on SCS Equity, accessibility, 
sustainability, life-
cycle approach, child 
sensitiveness.

Some archive kept within 
UNICEF. Resource-intensive 
retrieval of internal 
documents for UNICEF staff

By-Law on the 
Basket of Services

Regulation Defining document, 
establishing several 
building blocks of the SCS.

Relevant to all principles 
and to targeting

To be determined

The three municipal case studies – Durres, Malesia e Madhe, Permet - aimed at identifying the 
impact of the contribution of UNICEF in Albania, as well as the national policies on the way social 
care services worked in the field, and assess how UNICEF-supported municipalities compare to 
others. Questionnaires were designed for field practitioners (Annex 6: Primary Data Collection Tools) 
in order to test the implementation of the policy normative framework in three municipalities, to 
identify differences and similarities; to test, whether the policies as implemented were compliant with 
intended standards and to identify supporting and impeding factors for appropriate implementation. 
For each municipality the evaluation aimed to differentiate the factors that were inherent to the 
frameworks from the external factors that impacted implementation. The research also tested with 
the experience of beneficiaries with the delivery of services.

The sample of municipal studies was done according to the following criteria:

 ♦ Two municipalities covered by UNICEF in Albania since the first project, and one municipality 
covered by another agency through Leave No One Behind as a control group;

 ♦ Diverse level of coverage/service by international actors and CSOs,
 ♦ Geographic spread
 ♦ Representativeness of urban settlements (rural/urban/mixed)
 ♦ Representativeness of vulnerabilities identified60

 ♦ Level of challenges identified by interviewees during the inception phase
 ♦ Logistical feasibility

The full profiles of the selected municipalities are detailed in Annex 9: Municipal Profiles. The 
table below outlines the municipal sampling agreed upon with UNICEF in Albania (in addition, 
the team conducted additional interviews in Tirana, but not a full-scale case study):

60.  UNDP Albania, “Profiles of Municipalities”, October 2017.
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TABLE 8: SAMPLING OF MUNICIPAL CASE STUDIES

Munici-
palities

Coverage 
by the 
action

Level of 
coverage by 
internation-
al actors

Loca-
tion

Human 
settle-
ment 
category

Size Mapped vulnerability
factors

Assessed 
balance of 
success and 
challenges 
encountered by 
LNB

Logistical 
remarks 
for feasi-
bility

Dures UNICEF 
since 
Phase 1

Well served Middle, 
coastal

Mostly 
urban

Large Low unemployment rate, low 
proportion of social assistance 
beneficiaries, relatively high 
proportion of persons with 
disabilities.

Challenges 
persist despite 
favourable 
contextual 
conditions

1 hour 
from 
Tirana

Malesia 
e Made

UNICEF 
since 
Phase 2

Under-
served

North, 
inland

Rural Small Not separately assessed by 
the action. Considered un-
der-privileged by interlocutors 
(remote, high poverty rate, low 
employment)

Good progress 
achieved 
despite 
challenging 
context

3 hours 
from 
Tirana. 

Permet UNDP/
NPF 
(control 
group)

Average South, 
inland

Mixed Medi-
um

High unemployment rate, low 
proportion of social assistance 
beneficiaries, high proportion 
of persons with disabilities. 
Pockets of poverty.

Good progress 
achieved.

3.5 hours 
from 
Tirana.

Data Analysis
The data analysis was conducted with the evaluation criteria in mind, to allow for effective 
triangulation of data under each criterion and for each level of the theory of change. The table 
below demonstrates the linkages between the evaluation criteria, the sought evidence and 
the tools/methodologies used for collecting the data. It also provides an intuitive snapshot of the 
evaluation process, allowing to understand which data set “plugged” into assessing each evaluation 
criterion and how this data was used to assess the concrete levels of the theory of change. The 
table also provides insight into triangulation of data used for each of the evaluation criterion.

Responding to the Terms of Reference, the evaluation team used theory of changed-based 
contribution analysis, which implied the following sequence of steps:

 ♦ Reconstructing the theory of change: Through documentation analysis and a workshop 
with the staff of UNICEF in Albania, the evaluation team reverse-engineered the theory 
of change of UNICEF in Albania, and reviewed the Government’s approach to SCS. The 
evaluation team assessed the internal coherence of the theory of change, its coherence with 
the approach of Government, and its relevance to the needs. This was done to understand 
the relevance of the intervention at the purpose level of the theory of change. 

 ♦ Gathering the existing evidence on the implementation and the results of the 
theory of change: General data as well as thematic case studies were used to gather 
documentary evidence on whether the action fulfilled some necessary preconditions for 
the accomplishment of the theory of change. Semi-structured interviews, focus groups and 
document review were used to triangulate the data. This was done through the interviews 
with policy makers and practitioners at all levels, through the survey, as well as through 
direct observation in municipal case studies and analysis of thematic case studies. This step 
was used to understand to what extent, and through which implementation techniques, 
UNICEF in Albania contributed to changes at the results level of the theory of change, and 
in particular to identify whether this action was instrumental, or created the necessary 
conditions for these changes to take place. It also served to test the assumptions of the 
theory of change at the result level of the theory of change.

 ♦ Assembling and assessing the contribution story at impact level: The evaluation 
team then assessed the contribution story of the intervention, by gathering data on the 
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actual changes that took place over the period in the field of SCS. The evaluation team 
analysed the role played by UNICEF in Albania, in the deployment of social care services 
and beneficiaries’ access to these services. This was done in particular trough municipal 
case studies, but also interviews, focus groups with municipal level actors and beneficiaries, 
as well as through the survey. This was used to understand to what extent the action of 
UNICEF in Albania contributed to the changes at the impact level of the theory of change – 
with the acknowledgement that it may not be the only contribution to this impact. This was 
also done to test the assumptions at the impact level of the theory of change

 ♦ Assessing assets and challenges for the sustainability of the changes induced by 
the intervention. This step was done through the analysis of general data, in particular 
data gathered from international stakeholders, high level policy makers, focus groups, 
but also field data collected through the municipal studies, with the SCS practitioners and 
beneficiaries. This was done to test assumptions at the level of the society, and among the 
partners of the GoA in deploying the SCS system. It served to assess the sustainability of 
the impact, that is, the likelihood that impact would contribute to the purpose in the long run.

 ♦ Seeking out additional evidence and revising the contribution story accordingly: 
Consultations with the Reference Group, feedback on the inception report, preliminary 
findings and final report were used to this end.

Limitations
Limitations are inherent to any evaluation exercise. The following table outlines them, as well as 
mitigation measures. The terms of reference identified several risks inherent in this evaluation, 
which could have limited the validity of the exercise. The document review and scoping 
interviews have helped identify others, which are summarized in the following table, alongside 
the assessment of the risks’ likelihood and impact, as well as prevention or mitigation measures. 

TABLE 9: LIMITATIONS ENCOUNTERED, AND MITIGATION MEASURES APPLIED

Limitation
Impact on 
evaluation 
credibility

Mitigation measures applied

Impossibility to consult about, and 
disseminate the final report in person, due to 
COVID 19 pandemic

Moderate
Validation with UNICEF staff online; Consultation with Reference 
Group Members in writing. Consultation on preliminary findings prior 
to the pandemic proved instrumental

Difficulty to roll out the survey and elicit 
responses due to earthquakes in Albania 
(respondents occupied with relief activities)

Moderate Postponement of survey roll-out. Mobilisation of respondents 
through Association of Social Workers.

Some interlocutors were not available, 
particularly at local level, following the local 
elections (staff turnover in civil service, 
logistical/calendar reasons…)

Moderate

Advance planning for field phase, early warning for interlocutors. 
Adapted selection of municipal case studies. Sufficiently large 
number of interviews to compensate for percentage of unavailable 
interlocutors. Complementing interviews with online survey 

Difficulty to trace UNICEF’s contributions to 
key policy, legal or regulatory documents, 
especially for thematic case studies

Moderate UNICEF staff invested significant efforts in collecting all documents 
related to the thematic studies

Difficulty to attribute results and progress 
towards impact to UNICEF (as opposed to 
other actors, in particular national actors)

Moderate

Strong inception phase, in particular interviews and desk research, 
to map existing actions in Albania (by the Government, the civil 
society and international actors) and identify the specifics of UNICEF. 
Reconstruction of UNICEF’s but also Government theory of change 
for SCS. Clear acknowledgement of the intertwined development of 
UNICEF and Government approaches, and use of theory of change-
based contribution analysis.

Difficulty to unpack UNICEF’s and GoA’s 
approaches the SCS system Moderate This difficulty in itself indicated strong cohesion between UNICEF 

and GoA’s visions, and corroborate UNICEF’s contribution
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3.4 ETHICAL ISSUES AND CONSIDERATIONS

This evaluation, in particular its data collection and analysis phases, followed the UNICEF 
Procedures for ethical standards in research, evaluation, data collection and analysis, as set 
in the UNICEF guidelines (hereinafter “the ethical standards”).61 In particular, no children were 
interviewed. According to standard procedure, the outline of the evaluation and its ethical 
approach was presented on 05 August 2019 to UNICEF Ethical Review Board, which studied 
and commented it. The international consultant responded to the Ethical Review Board, and 
after deliberation, the latter issued the corresponding approval, effective as of 23 August 2019.62 
The following principles guided the evaluation team’s decisions as relates to the stakeholders 
and to the object of the evaluation: respect; beneficence and non-maleficence; justice. Annex 5: 
Ethical Considerations further outlines how they were adhered to each data collection method. 

Respect: all evaluation stakeholders were treated as autonomous agents, stemming from their 
autonomy and agency. Their values, preferences and beliefs were recognized and acknowledge 
as expressed. Due recognition was given, throughout the evaluation, to the stakeholders’ and 
informants’ possibly diverging own principles. 

Beneficence and non-maleficence: The three purposes of this evaluation closely follow the 
beneficence principle: by increasing UNICEF’s accountability towards its beneficiaries, identifying 
remaining challenges/opportunities to be addressed in the future to the benefit of SCS users, 
and by ensuring lessons are learned for the betterment of UNICEF’s action for its beneficiaries, 
this evaluation must generate clear benefits for SCS beneficiaries in Albania, but also for the 
beneficiaries of other UNICEF’s similar actions. This evaluation followed a do-no-harm approach, 
as well as proportionality: the amount of data gathered – and the amount of burden it entailed 
for the evaluation stakeholders, such as the time dedicated to sharing documents or taking part 
in an interview – was in proportion of the needs. The evaluation gathered the necessary data – 
not more. The evaluation team protected the privacy of evaluation stakeholders, and constantly 
reassessed situations so as not to expose them to unwanted consequences of the evaluation. 
During the recruitment of the evaluation team, attention was paid to the skills, but also ethical 
values and personal commitment of the consultants, in order to ensure the principle of non-
maleficence was upheld.

Justice: This principle was balanced with the previous two: the evaluation methodology ensured 
that the perspective of all stakeholders of the SCS system, including those whose voice is 
rarely heard (particularly beneficiaries of SCS) is taken into account. This is in particular, one 
of the functions of the survey, and of municipal case studies. At the same time, the wider the 
range of stakeholders included in the methodologies, the higher the risks in terms of respect 
and beneficence/maleficence. The evaluation team believed that the principle of proportionality 
contributed to balancing this apparent tension. In addition, the methodology tended to put most 
of the burden of evidence generation on the evaluation team itself, then significant burden on 
UNICEF staff, limited burden on decision makers within the SCS system, and only marginal 
burden on SCS line staff and beneficiaries. 

61. UNICEF Director, Division of Data, Research and Policy (DRP), “UNICEF Procedure for Ethical Standards in Research, Evaluation, Data 
Collection and Analysis - CF/PD/DRP/2015-001”, 01 April 2015.

62. See Letter of Approval in Annex 5: Ethical Considerations.
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4.1 RELEVANCE

Evaluation Question No. 1: 
To what extent did the theory of change of UNICEF in Albania match UNICEF priorities and 
standards?

Key findings:

Finding 1:
The theory of change of the contribution by UNICEF in Albania was built progressively and organically, with minimal strategic guidance 
organisationally, through the learning progression of UNICEF in Albania in a specific context.

Finding 2:
Post factum, the intervention approach proved relevant to, and coherent with UNICEF standards and strategic approach, worldwide and 
regionally.

Finding 3: 
The key added value of UNICEF in Albania was to embed the prioritization of children and families within the social care services 
reform, in line with the UNICEF mandate.

Finding 1: 
The theory of change of the contribution by UNICEF in Albania was built progressively and 
organically, with minimal strategic guidance organisationally, through the learning progression 
of UNICEF in Albania in a specific context.

Triangulated evidence basis

Document review (UNICEF project documents and reports, strategic documents, guideline documents, Albania Country Office internal 
strategic and policy documents and correspondence)
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Reference Group consultations
Interviews with UNICEF, government, CSOs and academia (representatives with direct experience throughout the intervention)

The intervention of UNICEF in Albania towards the establishment of the normative policy 
framework of SCS in Albania was not, initially, designed through an explicit theory of change. The 
project document underpinning the first programme, funded by the Swiss Development Agency, 
was limited in time and scope, and did not provide a complete vision of these interventions 
in the long run.63 Its outcomes already included a comprehensive national normative policy 

63. United Nations Children’s Fund, “Social Care Service Reform in Albania (2012-2016) to address vulnerability and marginalization of 
children, women and families (with focus on integration of Roma communities), Funding Proposal submitted by UNICEF Albania Country 
Office to the Swiss Development Cooperation”, UNICEF, Tirana, August, 2012.

FINDINGS
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framework, as well as response by local duty-bearers to situations of extreme marginalization in 
impoverished and minority (Roma and Egyptian) communities. However, the project documents 
did not yet specify what the normative policy framework would encompass. Besides, the focus 
on Roma, albeit present throughout the intervention and relevant in terms of addressing the 
most severe situations of, stood a bit alone in the original project documents: in reality, this 
focus was going to become an integral part of an equity-focused approach, which aimed to lift 
barriers to social inclusion for all, including the most vulnerable. These adjustments reflected 
the adaptation of UNICEF in Albania to an evolving national context, where the Government’s 
demand for advice on a comprehensive SCS system gradually picked up. 

Reflecting this adaptation, the first document which presents an overall vision for the intervention 
of UNICEF in Albania towards an SCS system, in the new context of decentralisation, is a 
proposed Action Plan for the SCS reform, presented to the then Ministry of Social Welfare and 
Youth in July 2014. As this document highlights, “What is called the “reform” of social services 
is, in fact, the establishment of a non-existent system, based on services and not only on cash 
(or segregation of clients in residential facilities).”64 

This document already outlined the main future “building blocks” of the SCS system: 

 ♦ The workforce: “Adequately skilled social workers authorized to intervene, refer and follow 
up cases are available in local government units”;

 ♦ A decision making process and accompanying tools: “The Minister prepares annual 
directives on national priorities in social care services, for which this part of the national 
social protection budget should be allocated; Social care interventions plans are prepared 
at the appropriate (most likely, regional) level (by the authorised structures which need to 
be identified by the MoSWY) based on assessments and feedback on unmet needs in the 
region (as identified by local social workers), and also based on the annual directive by the 
Minister; The Minister reviews regional social intervention plans for conformity with national 
policy, and approves the transfer of resources to the regions”; 

 ♦ Financial mechanisms: “Part of the national social protection budget is set aside for services 
(not only for cash assistance; Money is passed on to municipalities (or appropriate local 
structures) to procure social services as per the approved plan”;

 ♦ A basket of (yet undefined) services: “Residential institutions are gradually transformed into 
home- and community-based solutions.”

The results level of the theory of change was then established. However, the underlying 
assumptions; the details of the services to be provided; how the system was to be introduced; 
the progressive establishment of the building blocks; the levels of normative framework (policy/
legislation/regulations) and responsibilities (national/regional/local); the interaction between the 
SCS system and other child rights and social protection systems; and the exact contribution 
to the lives of SCS users and to the country, remained undefined at the time. These aspects 
were elaborated later, through the outputs of the intervention such as the tools for municipal social 
assessments and plans; the various elements of the basket of services to be delivered in residential 
institutions and at local level; the division of labour between the municipal, regional and national 
levels; the Needs Assessment and Referral Units (NARUs) as the beneficiaries’ first point of contact 
and the corner stone of social care services; the idea of a social fund managed at municipal level. 
Finally, a whole and internally coherent theory of change was reconstructed on this basis during this 
evaluation, with the staff of UNICEF in Albania, and confirmed by the Reference Group.

The theory of change of the evaluated contribution therefore grew organically and 
continuously, throughout the period evaluated. This is because, at the time, UNICEF as an 
organisation had never embarked on quite a similar initiative, especially in an MIC. Interviews with 

64. UNICEF, “Social Care Service Reform in Albania: Action Plan – 2013-2016”, Tirana, 14 July 2014, p. 4.
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UNICEF Regional Office and Headquarters show that during the first phase of the contribution of 
UNICEF in Albania, comparable initiatives had only taken place in African countries, which were 
confronted to very different challenges, and whose experience could hardly serve as guidance. 
In addition, there was, and there still is, no approved, prescriptive guidelines regarding support 
to social care services. The staff involved with the intervention therefore had to “learn by doing”. 
As a UNICEF in Albania representative put “We got much less technical support from UNICEF 
as an organisation than we expected”. 

The research made by the evaluation team to document key principles underpinning an SCS 
system which would fit UNICEF standards, clearly showed a gap in this area at the time when 
the action was implemented: until very recently, UNICEF had no guidance document on SCS in 
particular, or on the standards which ought to govern them or social protection in general. Only 
in 2016, during the second phase of the intervention, did UNICEF Regional Office in Geneva 
publish its Strategy on 2016-2020 on “a child’s right to social protection”, which defines social 
protection and its targets.65 

Interviews with UNICEF Regional Office and Headquarters also emphasized that “there is 
no standard model”, and “the driving principles are actually rather programmatic and in terms 
of intervention strategies: we work with governments”. At the time when the action was 
implemented, existing UNICEF guidance worldwide focuses on how to support social 
care services or any other aspect of social protection (the approach), rather than what these 
services should look like (the standards).

Finding 2:
Post factum, the intervention approach proved relevant to, and coherent with UNICEF 
standards and strategic approach, worldwide and regionally.

Triangulated evidence basis

Document review (UNICEF project documents and reports, strategic documents, guideline documents, Albania Country Office internal 
strategic and policy documents and correspondence)
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Interviews with UNICEF, government, CSOs and academia (representatives with direct experience throughout the intervention)

Post factum, the theory of change for support to social care services in Albania by UNICEF in 
Albania is clearly in line with this approach overall. The purpose level of the theory of change 
(that the delivery of SCS would contribute to poverty reduction and social inclusion, along with 
other components of social protection), was fully consistent with the strategy of UNICEF as 
an organisation.

UNICEF in Albania Country Programmes 2012-2016 and 2017-2012, and UNICEF in Albania 
Strategy Note 2017-2021, outline, in line with UNICEF Regional Office 2016-2020 Strategy 
on a child’s right to social protection,66 the programmatic approach adopted to implement the 
intervention, and suggests its coherence with the guidelines of UNICEF as an organisation. The 
theory of change of the intervention, reconstructed through this evaluation, is completely in line 
with these two documents.

The driving principle adopted by UNICEF in Albania programmatically is the systems-approach, 
consisting in building a system, together with the government, as a necessary condition to 
eventually and sustainably reach children, which corresponds to UNICEF worldwide strategic 

65. UNICEF, “Regional Knowledge and Leadership Area 8: A child’s right to social protection, Regional Strategy 2016-2020”, United Nations 
Children’s fund, Geneva, 2016.

66. UNICEF Europe and Central Asia Regional Office, “Regional Knowledge and Leadership Area 8: A child’s right to social protection - 
Regional Strategy 2016-2020”, United Nations Children’s Fund, Geneva, February 2016.
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approach to social protection.67 The contribution of UNICEF in Albania to the normative policy 
framework of SCS in Albania matches this approach.68 It emerged as a precondition in order to 
address structurally the gaps in the rights of particularly vulnerable children. Until 2012, UNICEF 
in Albania already implemented a child protection programme with a strong deinstitutionalisation 
component, and a programme for children victim of trafficking in human beings. It gradually became 
obvious that, without a backup national SCS system directed to children and their caregivers, 
protecting and integrating children outside of residential institutions was unsustainable, if 
not impossible. The priority became the social integration of vulnerable children and their caregivers 
(family or other), which required the removal of barriers thanks to a dedicated system. From there, 
it was logical to build a comprehensive system which would address the needs of all categories 
of citizens, based on the assumption that they might be family or caregivers of children. 

Quote (a member of the academia):

“It would not be possible to address children separately from the holistic system. The problem before in social care services was that 
everybody, especially the donors, would focus on one target group only. This compartmentalization was very damaging. This was also 
the approach of the State: specific patterns for specific target groups. That was part of the problem. UNICEF approach is about child 
sensitivity, but not child-centred, or child-specific, or in general category-specific: this approach has been much more productive. That 
is part of the solution, not of the problem, finally. 

Any such system would have to be accessible to all, and adopt a life-cycle approach in order 
to increase the resilience of individuals, families and communities. As a senior civil servant 
put it in interview, describing this process, “The life-cycle approach started as an idea for the 
children, and moved on to address families and all vulnerable categories.” It is also important 
to acknowledge that disruptions to the typical family life-cycle stages can also require social 
care interventions which, though not directly focused on or delivered to children, can have a 
subsidiary impact on their wellbeing.69

This approach is also completely coherent with the UNICEF guidance on MICs, which is to 
support government reforms rather than just implement projects.70 From its very inception, the 
contribution to the SCS system in Albania was developed hand-in-hand by UNICEF in Albania 
with the GoA. This approach materialised into the signature of the Cooperation Agreement with 
the Ministry of Social Welfare and Youth, supported by the Action Plan on Social Care Services 
Reform.71

In its 2019 Social Protection Strategy, UNICEF states that “There is a clear need for a foundation 
of quality and available services for children and families, as well as integrated social protection 
systems and inter-sectoral collaboration that include care and support services…”, and that 
collaborative and coordinated case management and referral services are a “social care” 
function which is integral to effective social protection.72 In this approach, social welfare [care] 
services “that can respond to the range of vulnerabilities children and families face, providing 
direct support as well as connections to relevant services”, are considered part of social 

67. UNICEF, “Integrated Social Protection Systems: Enhancing equity for children - UNICEF Social Protection Strategic Framework - Concept 
Note for Consultation”, United Nations Children’s Fund, New York, 2011, p. 2.

68. UNICEF, “UNICEF Country Office in Albania: Programme Strategy Note 2017 – 2021”, United Nations Children’s Fund, Tirana, 2017, p. 34.

69. Joronen K., and A. Rantanen, “Family Life Cycle Stages”, in: Encyclopedia of Quality of Life and Well-Being Research, edited by A.C. 
Michalos, Springer, Dordrecht, 2014.

70. UNICEF / Policy and Practice, “UNICEF’s Approach in Middle Income Countries – Six Core Strategic Roles – Discussion Note”, May 2010. 
UNICEF / Middle-Income Cluster Group, “UNICEF in a Changing World: Programming in Middle Income Countries”, New York, 2014. United 
Nations General Assembly, “Development cooperation with middle-income countries – Report of the Secretary-General”, Item 21 (c) of 
the provisional agenda, Globalization and interdependence: development cooperation with middle-income countries, Sixty-eighth session, 
A/68/265, 05/08/2013.

71. UNICEF, “Cooperation Agreement between the Ministry of Social Welfare and Youth and UNICEF”, United Nations Children’s Fund, 
Tirana, 30/07/2014.

72.UNICEF, “Global Social Protection Programme Framework”, United Nations Children’s Fund, New York, 2019.
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protection alongside other actions to address economic vulnerabilities. This approach resembles 
the most current literature on child-sensitive SCS systems: most descriptions of social care systems 
approaches relative to children and families provide an overview of the range of components required 
for systems implementation, including, for example, legal frameworks; regulation and standards; 
budget allocation; mechanisms for coordination across government and between sectors; a skilled 
child protection workforce; robust data; and strong mechanisms for the engagement of children, 
communities and the general public in systems design.73 The purpose and key components of the 
theory of change fully reflect this strategic framework, even though they were elaborated before.

Finally, the intervention approach, reformulated as a theory of change during the evaluation, 
was internally coherent and logical. The evaluation team and the focus group participants and 
interviewees at policy level, did not identify any incoherence or logical weaknesses in the theory 
of change as described under section 2.3 above.

Finding 3:
The key added value of UNICEF in Albania was to embed the prioritization of children and 
families within the social care services reform, in line with the UNICEF mandate

Triangulated evidence basis

Interviews and focus groups with UNICEF, other UN Agencies, academia, CSOs and Government
Project Document reviews (Leave No One Behind)
UN guidance documents (UNDAF, DAO)

By embarking in this intervention on an unchartered topic, UNICEF in Albania stepped out of 
its original niche of expertise and comfort zone. With its second programme, it carried on the 
implementation of its theory of change alongside UNDP, UNFPA and UN Women through the 
Leave No One Behind programme, supported by Swiss Development Agency like the first 
programme. This approach was firstly dictated by the requirements of the United Nations’ 
Deliver As One approach, UN Development Assistance Framework guidance74, and spurred 
the need to federate several parallel efforts for social policies, funded by the Swiss Development 
Agency (as UNDP was working on social inclusion in parallel with the first programme on social 
care services by UNICEF in Albania). As recently as in the Joint Work Plan of the GoA and United 
Nations’ agencies 2019-2020, the outputs are framed per Sustainable Development Goal.75 In 
particular, state-of-the-art focus on innovative and life-cycle-oriented approaches show a precise 
reflection on the situation at hand and tailored responses: the UN Development Assistance 
Framework report confirms that the principles supported by UNICEF in Albania recur – albeit to 
varying degrees – in the planning of SDG-oriented cooperation and policy making.76

A common approach with other UN agencies was also coherent with the need to federate UN’s 
agencies around a topic which was novel for all and cut through Agencies’ niches of expertise. 
At the same time, Leave No One Behind foresees a strict division of labour: this is consistent with 
the perception that the Deliver As One approach, although it has been implemented in the Office in 

73. Joynes, C. and J. Mattingly, “A Systems Approach to Child Protection”, Institute of Development Studies, K4D Helpdesk Report, 
Brighton, United Kingdom, 2018.

74. For instance, Outcomes I, II and IV of the UNICEF Albania Programme Strategy Note 2017 – 2021 (ibid.), which cover social care services 
support, correspond to UNDAF for Albania.

75. UNICEF & WHO / Albanian Ministry of Health and Social Protection, “Joint Work Plan 2017-2018, 2018-2019, 2019-2020 – Outcome 2: 
Social cohesion: Health, education, social protection, child protection and gender-based violence”. See also: Republic of Albania (Council 
of Ministers) / UN Albania, “Programme of Cooperation for Sustainable Development 2017-2021 – Progress Report 2017”; Republic of 
Albania (Council of Ministers) / UN Albania, “Programme of Cooperation for Sustainable Development 2017-2021 – Progress Report 2018”.

76. UN Sustainable Development Framework, “Programme of Cooperation for Sustainable Development 2017-2021”, for example 
p. 18 (accountability, participation, equity), p. 22 (life-cycle), p. 23 (equity, life-cycle), p. 24 (equity, efficiency, innovation, accessibility, 
sustainability), p. 28 (equity, innovation, life-cycle), p. 37.
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Albania early on as one of the pilots, had not yet reached its full potential at the time when the action 
was implemented. UNICEF in Albania Country Programme Management Plan 2012-2016 highlights 
this challenge,77 as do several interviews with representatives of the UN Office in Albania: while 
cooperation is mostly working at technical level, including in Leave No One Behind, unified strategies 
are not yet a common practice. The intervention is therefore relevant to, and coherent with the 
overall UN guidelines, but this relevance is not fully reflected in joint strategic thinking.

Against this background, the added value of UNICEF as an organisation needs to be analysed: 
while the action is in line with UNICEF worldwide strategic guidance, is UNICEF in Albania the 
best place to implement it? To this, all policy makers interviewed responded that the theory of 
change, and general approach towards building an SCS system, both of UNICEF in Albania and of the 
GoA, aimed to respond to children’s needs in priority – and that UNICEF mandate and expertise were 
therefore cornerstones of the reform. At field level, all social care practitioners interviewed displayed 
almost a reflex to prioritize children, and families with children. Careful review of interviews suggests that 
international and national CSOs as well as UNICEF in Albania have contributed to this prioritisation – but 
that the Government felt most comfortable with UNICEF expertise to materialize it. The added value 
of UNICEF to be “the voice of children” in the SCS reforms, to advocate for the prioritisation 
of children and families, and to ensure that the system be child-sensitive, is therefore 
acknowledged, which is fully relevant to UNICEF mandate. 

The theory of change of the intervention therefore took full account of UNICEF’s unique 
organisational character as the advocate of children rights: at the purpose level, the theory 
of change envisaged that the delivery of SCS by the entire system would, by being child rights-
compliant and child sensitive, contribute to poverty reduction and social inclusion, with children 
and their families/communities prioritized. , thanks to UNICEF advocacy. As UNICEF was 
mandated and best placed to do this, this purpose was mandate-relevant and reasonable. 
Whether UNICEF added value as an advocate of children rights has transformed into tangible 
impact on children and their families is examined in the “Impact” section of this report. 

Evaluation Question No. 2: 
To what extent has the theory of change addressed the need for, and barriers to the social 
inclusion of children and families?

Key findings:

Finding 4: 
The purpose of the intervention was very relevant to the needs and barriers experienced by children and families, as identified by 
UNICEF in Albania and by interviewed beneficiaries.

Finding 5: 
The theory of change and actual intervention of UNICEF in Albania gradually identified specific barriers and bottlenecks, and 
incorporated their analysis into the system, thereby building relevance into the programmes.

Finding 4:
The purpose of the intervention was very relevant to the needs and barriers experienced by 
children and families, as identified by UNICEF in Albania and by interviewed beneficiaries.

Triangulated evidence basis

Interviews with SCS users/beneficiaries
Interviews with social workers
Interviews and focus groups with UNICEF, other UN Agencies, academia, CSOs and Government
Desk research (UNICEF, other UN sources, other international organisations)
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes.

77. UNICEF, “Country Programme Management Document 2012-2016”, United Nations Children’s Fund, Tirana, 2012, p. 3, paragraph 20.
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When the first programme started, public social protection in Albania almost exclusively 
consisted in residential care and some cash assistance. To this day, this remains the main, and 
sometimes the only expectation towards the state: as a senior civil servant put it, “In Albania, 
people see social protection as just cash assistance, and social care services as not meaningful. 
Social Care Services are seen as a CSO thing.” In 2014, in the early stages of the reform, 80% of 
all non-residential social care services were delivered by CSOs and donor. Meanwhile, poverty 
had been on the rise and social exclusion was (still is) persistent.78 Geographic mobility 
within (from rural areas to cities) and outside the country (international migration) as well as 
demographic and social changes (the nuclear family household becoming more widespread) 
loosened the extended family solidarity, once an effective coping mechanism but no longer 
a sufficient solution. Persons who, at a certain point in their lives, face vulnerability, are 
confronted with various barriers which prevent them from overcoming their vulnerabilities, 
often resulting in poverty and social exclusion. 

As a first step to its intervention, UNICEF in Albania therefore analysed these barriers, and the 
bottlenecks which prevented the provision of State services to overcome these barriers (namely 
the absence of a system supported by an adequate policy normative framework). Concurring 
with the publications of UNICEF in Albania during the first phase of the intervention, the social 
workers, CSO representatives and beneficiaries of social care services interviewed for this 
evaluation concurred to highlight the following barriers as the most impeding:

 ♦ Poverty, special needs and other situations of vulnerability reduce the ability of children and 
families to access to their rights such as health and education. These situations were usually 
compounded by geographical isolation. For instance, certain specialized health services 
are distant from rural areas, and several families mentioned that they could not pay for 
transportation to access healthcare, pre-school education, or other services for their children 
with special needs. 

Example from an interview with a beneficiary:

“My son used to go for physiotherapy in [the closest city]. And a friend told me there is something closer home too, so now I send him 
here in the community social care Centre. It is difficult to send him to [the closest city]. It made my life easier to have this Centre here. 
And the services here are for free.”

 ♦ Lack of information, in other words exclusion from the circle of information, reduces 
people’s access to their rights and to social inclusion. For instance, several interviewees, 
who now use certain social services, explained that for very long they were not aware of 
their entitlements to cash assistance, financial assistance on the grounds of disabilities, or 
free services. 

 ♦ These situations also reduce, and sometimes obliterate their access to employment as a 
major avenue for social inclusion. A secondary barrier is then unemployment, compounded 
by the unbalances on the labour market. For instance, several mothers explained that they 
were not able to work, because there was no/they were not informed about, preschool care 
and non-residential care for their children with disabilities or for their dependent parents 
or in-laws. They considered that these barriers prevented them from being active in their 
communities, and from generating sufficient income to raise their children as they felt they 
should. Other interviewees were grandparents who rose their grandchildren in the absence 
of their parents, because a constricted labour market locally forced them to work far away: 
for these interviewees, social care services were a necessity, because they did not feel 
physically and emotionally able to fulfil this task without support.

78. UNICEF, “Albania’s Promise to Children: UNICEF’s Contribution to Government Reforms”, presentation, United Nations Children’s Fund, 
Tirana, April 2014, p. 19.
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Example from an interview with a beneficiary:

“I live far from the centre of the village and I have two children with special needs. I am a widow. I heard from a cousin about the 
[local Centre for social care]: he told me to come to this Centre with the kids. But I can’t bring the kids here regularly, because it is far 
on foot, and I do not have a car. I cannot always pay for the public transport. So I cannot work, I have to look after them, and financially 
we are very stranded. Sometimes the social workers come to our family in the evening, up to twice a month if they can. But during the 
day they work in the centre, so they can’t always come. When they come, they contribute what they can because I am economically in 
a dire situation. They bring food, work with my kids, listen to me.”

These barriers were identified by UNICEF in Albania, and formed the basis for the 
reflection on the design of the SCS system. Further to these, UNICEF in Albania identified that 
“Exclusion on the basis of aspects such as disability or ethnicity, harmful socio-cultural norms 
and behaviours and inadequate participation are some of the factors that have been identified as 
bottlenecks for all children in Albania to enjoy equitable access to social services.”79 These issues 
are confirmed by interviews, especially with social care workers and policy makers. 

This demonstrates that the barriers identified by UNICEF in Albania do breed social exclusion and 
poverty, and that an SCS system that would lift them should logically reduce these phenomena: 
the purpose of the intervention, to lift barriers to social inclusion and contribute to the 
reduction of poverty, was therefore fully relevant to the needs in the field. 

Finding 5: 
The theory of change and actual intervention of UNICEF in Albania gradually identified specific 
barriers and bottlenecks, and incorporated their analysis into the system, thereby building 
relevance into the programmes.

Triangulated evidence basis

Interviews and focus groups with UNICEF, other UN Agencies, academia, CSOs and Government
Desk research (UNICEF, other UN sources, other international organisations)
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes.
Survey results

To overcome these barriers, services provided by CSOs alone are not a sustainable solution, 
because they often rely on international donor funding, which may not be carried through the years, 
and because they are not unified (each CSO has its own standards) or necessarily accessible (CSOs 
may target specific locations or categories of populations, based on their specific mandate, funding, 
or capacity), which in practice often departs from the life-cycle approach (by targeting particular age 
group or type of vulnerability). There was therefore, in 2012 and still today, an acute need for the 
provision of social care services Albania-wide and based on unified principles. At the start of 
the intervention, the consultants hired by UNICEF in Albania identified structural barriers which 
stalled the provision of remedies by the State:80 

 ♦ Social care is often not a priority for decision-makers, is not fully understood, or the reform 
‘mind set’ is not strong enough, especially at local level; 

 ♦ Poor data and lack of coordination impede social planning; 
 ♦ Financial resources are lacking and difficult to manage between central and local levels; 
 ♦ Incomplete, imprecise or non-harmonised legal and regulatory frameworks lead to parallel 

decision-making mechanisms at various levels of governance, poor control mechanisms as 
well as unclear division of mandates and responsibilities, and diluted accountability; 

 ♦ Capacity at local level is inadequate or insufficient, and municipalities have different 
development levels.

79. UNICEF, “UNICEF Country Office in Albania: Programme Strategy Note 2017 – 2021”, United Nations Children’s Fund, Tirana, 2017, p. 34.

80. Jorgoni, Elira, Sabina Ymeri and Paul Stubbs, “Social Care Services and Territorial Reform – A Paper Commissioned by UNICEF”, 
presentation, Institute for Contemporary Studies (ISB), Tirana, 2014, p. 6 and 10.
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Most of these challenges are confirmed by interviewees, particularly CSO representatives, 
representatives of the UN, as well as experts and consultants. Survey results further corroborate 
several of these observations: lack of funding at all (63% respondents) or local level (73% 
respondents) were most quoted by respondents among the five top challenges to the delivery of 
SCS, along with the lack of understanding of the concept of SCS (67% respondents). Following 
is the lack of clarity of the legal and regulatory framework, for 47% respondents. 

These barriers needed, however, to be further investigated and documented. Throughout the 
programme, UNICEF in Albania therefore published a dozen of research documents to address 
the data and knowledge gap about the specific needs of potential beneficiaries of social care 
services, at national and local levels. This was complemented by social mapping exercises in 
a total of 14 pilot municipalities. Practically, the two programmes identified the barriers they 
were supposed to help lift, and this contributed to the organic development of the approach 
of UNICEF in Albania. Gradually, throughout the life of both consecutive programmes, UNICEF 
in Albania consulted with the stakeholders to develop the tools and detailed responses which 
could address these barriers, at least partially. 

UNICEF in Albania proposed these tools and responses based on this analysis: the intervention 
was therefore fully relevant, at least in theory, to identified needs for, and barriers to social 
inclusion. The table below presents a synthetic overview of this relevance. It shows that the 
theory of change as a whole was informed by the analysis of barriers in the field, which 
contributed to the relevance of the overall intervention.

TABLE 10: CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN IDENTIFIED BARRIERS AND RESPONSES IN THE THEORY OF 
CHANGE

Identified barrier UNICEF-proposed response within support to the SCS system (approaches 
and tools)

Transitory or permanent factors of vulnerability Establishment of an SCS system

Geographic isolation Delivery (and then, needs identification and planning) of SCS at municipal 
level

Lack of information for potential beneficiaries
Delivery (and then, needs identification and planning) of SCS at municipal 
level; establishment of Needs Assessment and Referral Units reaching out 
to potential beneficiaries

Imbalances on the labour market, difficulties to access 
employment for vulnerable persons and education for 
most vulnerable children

Life-cycle approach: focus on overcoming vulnerabilities and resilience. 

Lack of prioritisation of social needs, reform mind set 
not present everywhere Establishment of an SCS system

Poor data and lack of coordination2 Social mapping and publication of research towards evidence-based advice 
and social planning at all levels

Financial resources are lacking and difficult to manage Social funds, Budgetary lines at State and Municipal level for financing SCS 
with clear financial flows

Parallel decision-making mechanisms, lack of 
coordination

Establishment of an SCS system; partnership approach to prevent 
competition between different aspects of social protection and social care 
services

Municipalities have different development levels Support to pilot municipalities responding to diverse characteristics 

Poor control mechanisms Inspection of SCS by the State level

Capacity at local level is inadequate or insufficient Development of social workers as a workforce (diploma, training, order of 
social workers)

One caveat to the relevance to the needs of the end beneficiaries should be made: while the 
action has been primarily focused on families with children, and as such was particularly targeting 
women, boys and girls, the evaluation team could not identify, in the documentation, a gender-
based analysis of the overall situation. Based on interviews, and inference from documents, 
it seems that the action was implicitly deemed to have gender relevance, and to “naturally” 
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produce gender transformative results by empowering women, men, girls and boys to be 
socially integrated – but the nature of these gender transformative results was never explicitly 
formulated as such. 

Evaluation Question No. 3:
How relevant are the contribution and theory of change of UNICEF in Albania to the emerging 
needs and priorities of Albania?

Key findings:

Finding 6:
The contribution, theory of change and actual intervention of UNICEF in Albania were in line with Albania’s international human rights 
obligations, and inspired Albania’s national priorities deriving from these obligations.

Finding 7:
The intervention has adjusted to evolving and emerging national priorities by embracing parallel reforms and a new political, policy 
and legislative environment, especially decentralisation.

Finding 6:
The contribution, theory of change and actual intervention of UNICEF in Albania were in line 
with Albania’s international human rights obligations and inspired by Albania’s national priorities 
deriving from these obligations.

Triangulated evidence basis

Desk research (international law and standards, strategic documents of the GoA, EU documents)
Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, social workers
Interviews with UNICEF
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Consultation with the Reference Group

International law establishes that all children – including children with disabilities – have the right 
to live and grow up in a family. The UN Convention on the Rights on the Child is clear that: 
“The child, for the full and harmonious development of his or her personality, should grow up in 
a family environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love and understanding; the family being 
the fundamental group of society and the natural environment for the growth and well-being of 
all its members.” This is because families are of critical importance to children’s healthy growth 
and development.

Article 19 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities protects the 
right of all people with disabilities to live in the community. In General Comment No. 5, the 
UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD Committee) unequivocally 
states that “for children, the core of the right to be included in the community entails a right to 
grow up in a family,” and that large or small group homes are especially dangerous for children, 
for whom there is no substitute for the need to grow up with a family. 

This places the onus on governments to develop the service models and capacity for social 
care which will replace the residential institutional provision. The GoA has taken stock, by placing 
an emphasis on family-oriented care, and all policy makers emphasized the convergence between 
UNICEF in Albania and Albania’s approach towards this reform: from this premise, the theories of 
change of the GoA, and of UNICEF in Albania, are inextricable as they grew feeding each other. 
In addition, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,81 in particular 
Article 9 on the right to social security, complemented by its General Comment No. 19 on the 

81. United Nations, “International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights Adopted and opened for signature, ratification and 
accession by General Assembly resolution 2200A (XXI)”, United Nations, New York, 16 December 1966.
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right to social security, places a positive obligation on the State (at whichever level of governance 
is appropriate) to ensure social protection for the purpose of respecting, fulfilling, protecting 
and promoting economic and social rights.82 General Comment No. 20 further entrenches 
the principles of equity and accessibility.83 The principle of progressive implementation of 
economic and social rights is also very much reflected in the theory of change, which envisages 
the progressive introduction of building blocks of the SCS system, following the means and 
possibilities in the country.

Because the theory of change of UNICEF in Albania has been built around Albania’s 
obligations under international human rights law, it has also been aligned with, and 
relevant to the policies of Albania to respond to these obligations, and with the subsequent 
priorities of the Government regarding social protection. In particular, it has worked towards 
the implementation of Albania’s National Strategy for Development and Integration 2015-2020, 
which highlights investment in human capital – and therefore the necessity to ensue social 
inclusion. The intervention and its theory of change, based on a systems approach, is further in 
line with Albania’s National Strategic Plan for Employment, Skills and Social Protection. 

In the context of Albania’s candidate status for EU accession, this aspect is particularly pertinent, 
because it is an integral part of potential accession requirements, as an element of the acquis 
communautaire: social protection, and social care services as a part of it, are an emerging 
priority of Albania as an EU candidate country. The EU Commission, in its 2019 Report on 
Albania,84 highlighted the progress achieved so far, and the need for further efforts, to match the 
EU accession requirements in the area of social protection, in particular social care services. 

Finding 7:
The intervention has adjusted to evolving and emerging national priorities by embracing parallel 
reforms and a new political, policy and legislative environment, especially decentralisation.

Triangulated evidence basis

Legal and regulatory documents of Albania
UNICEF publications, presentations, and internal notes, briefings, correspondence
Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia
Interviews with UNICEF
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Project documents and consultations with Leave No One Behind staff

The intervention has been co-designed with the GoA, through a period of changing 
majorities and major political, legislative and strategic changes. The most determining change 
for the establishment of an SCS system has been the decentralisation reform and its corollary, 
the reform of local financial management. Until this reform, UNICEF in Albania advocated for a 
strong role of the regional level in SCS planning and policy orientation. After the adoption of the 
Law on Administrative and territorial division of local government units in the Republic of Albania 
in 2014, UNICEF in Albania adapted its recommendations, and advocated for stronger devolution 
of the needs assessment, planning and delivery of SCS to municipalities. In parallel, UNICEF in 
Albania was supporting the establishment of child protection units at municipal level, which 
UNICEF in Albania envisaged as an anchoring point for this devolution. 

82. United Nations Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, “General Comment No. 19 on the right to social security (art. 9), E/C.12/GC/19”, 
United Nations, New York, 4 February 2008.

83. United Nations Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, “General Comment No. 20, Non-discrimination in economic, social and cultural 
rights, E/C.12/GC/20”, United Nations, New York, 2 July 2009.

84. European Commission Final Commission, “Staff Working Document Albania 2019 Report Accompanying the document Communication 
from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the 
Regions 2019 Communication on EU Enlargement Policy”, SWD(2019) 215 {COM(2019) 260 final}, European Union, Brussels, 29/5/2019.
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UNICEF in Albania therefore made concrete proposals which solved its own uncertainties as to 
the division of roles and responsibilities between the national, regional and local level, building on 
the new opportunities for future SCS capacities, offered by the amalgamation of municipalities: 
larger municipal units which had to restructure and reinvent themselves offered fertile grounds 
to build SCS units close to the citizens, but in a way that would be more affordable than in a 
multiplicity of small municipalities.85 An internal briefing note of UNICEF in Albania underlined 
that “all those that we met agree that the territorial reform is a golden opportunity” to support 
the establishment of the SCS system.86

As a natural consequence, the support to social care services provided by UNICEF in Albania 
expanded to reach out more significantly to municipalities: with Leave No One Behind, the 
number of municipalities accompanied by UNICEF in Albania to prepare their social plans 
expanded from six to 14 municipalities – complemented by UNDP who supported another ten 
municipalities. International CSOs such as World Vision, and Save the Children, also supported 
another ten municipalities, outside of UN’s programmes. The action and theory of change of 
UNICEF in Albania therefore followed the ongoing trends in the emerging priorities of the 
Government (decentralisation), and remained relevant to the resulting emerging needs at 
local governance level. UNICEF in Albania, consequently, decentralised part of its own action 
towards the field, by supporting municipalities directly.

4.2 EFFECTIVENESS

Evaluation Question No. 4:
What were the results of the action implemented by UNICEF in establishing the building 
blocks of the Social care services system?

Key findings:

Finding 8:
With the facilitation of an inclusive consultation process, UNICEF in Albania has contributed to keeping social care services on the 
agenda of policy and decision makers at national, regional and local levels.

Finding 9:
At intermediate result level, UNICEF has succeeded in jointly establishing, with the Government of Albania, a concept for the system of 
social care services based on essential building blocks, and the corresponding normative policy framework.

Finding 10:
The contribution of UNICEF in Albania was instrumental for at least three building blocks to clearly emerge: the expected immediate 
results of the intervention are partly met.

Finding 11:
However, the stakeholders are not aware of the principles nor of the building blocks, and the normative policy framework is not yet 
complete: the conditions created are not sufficient for the building blocks to be operational, and immediate results remain transitional.

Finding 8:
With the facilitation of an inclusive consultation process, UNICEF in Albania has contributed to 
keeping social care services on the agenda of policy and decision makers at national, regional 
and local levels.

85. UNICEF, “UNICEF Country Office in Albania: Programme Strategy Note 2017 – 2021”, United Nations Children’s Fund, Tirana, 2017, p. 30.

86. Stubbs, Paul, “Notes on a meeting with the Ministry of Social Welfare and Youth”, United Nations Children’s Fund, Tirana, 2014.
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Triangulated evidence basis

Laws, regulatory and policy documents of Albania
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Interviews with UNICEF and other UN agencies
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Project documents
Survey results

Chronologically, the first contribution of UNICEF in Albania is to have successfully appealed 
to the GoA to consider the establishment of an SCS system as an integral part of its 
reform agenda. 33% of our survey respondents (municipal and national level alike) believe 
that UNICEF in Albania contributed by putting social care services on the agenda of policy 
makers: this is modest, but is explained by the widespread understanding (tested in interviews 
and focus groups) that the initial advocacy conducted by UNICEF in Albania reinforced that of 
CSOs. Consistent interview sources from international stakeholders, policy makers and civil 
society representatives concur to say that Albanian and international CSOs, historically the first 
stakeholders to deliver SCS in Albania, also first appealed to the Government to build up a 
system for these services to be offered by the State: they brought the issue to the attention of 
policy makers, and sounded the alarm on the acute needs. UNICEF in Albania complemented 
these stakeholders by picking up the topic, lending it its expertise and clout, and creating a 
sense of responsibility for the State actors as duty bearers, thanks to a rights-based approach. 
CSO representatives considered that, without this extra weight, the topic would not have been a 
part of the Government’s reform agenda before at least several years. 43% survey respondents 
think that UNICEF intervention sped up the process of developing the system. A policy maker 
and practitioner explained: “without UNICEF push and funds (and the money that was spent 
on social reform), this reform would have gone nowhere. There was an absolute need for an 
external, international push.”

Once social care services became a reform topic, a major achievement of UNICEF in Albania is to 
have helped maintain this item on the list of reforms for over eight years: that view is supported 
by almost all interviewees. This demonstrates that a key result-level external assumption of 
UNICEF in Albania, political will, was at least partly realized during the elaboration of the normative 
policy framework. To this end, UNICEF in Albania has relentlessly reiterated its position, advice and 
expertise at every opportunity. As one UNICEF staff member put it, “Every legal or policy exercise 
done in Albania on child protection and social care services has been done with UNICEF expertise. 
Not a single piece of law, bylaw or strategy in these fields was developed without it.” 

In addition to its contribution to the production of these documents, keeping this reform as an 
active item on the agenda was also done by facilitating the participation of a wide range 
of champions of social care services in the national debate. 37% of our survey respondents 
who were involved in policy making (and thus witnessed UNICEF intervention at this level) 
think UNICEF helped include a variety of actors into the debate. This view is also recurrent in 
interviews among interviewees who witnessed the entire process, such as representatives 
of the academia, of the State Social Services, or of the Ministry and pioneer municipalities. 
By facilitating an inclusive policy debate, UNICEF contributed to the quality and legitimacy of 
the policy-making mechanisms for SCS. By doing so, UNICEF facilitated a legitimate avenue 
for informed advocates, especially from the civil society, to contribute their knowledge of the 
situation in the field, and to put pressure on decision makers. This avenue also mended the 
relationships between these advocates and the executive, which several interviewees and focus 
group participants qualified as “a rift” before 2012. 

The inclusiveness of the debates was a matter of agreement between the Government and 
UNICEF in Albania – but without UNICEF facilitation, it may not have been possible, at least 
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to this extent, and for such long duration. By maintaining an ongoing horizontal and vertical 
dialogue on social care services, UNICEF in Albania directly contributed to the second 
key assumption at the result level of its theory of change: the existence and interaction 
of change agents. Most interviewees considered that this dialogue has indeed been going on 
continuously, and documentary evidence confirms this view. This facilitation also created the 
conditions for a more constructive debate, because it helped clarify common grounds of all 
actors: that social care services were everybody’s business, but also the prime responsibility of 
the Government. Thanks to this understanding, change agents within the Government, the civil 
society and at local level were identified and supported, and they have remained active to this 
day: the second assumption at results level was realized. Whether this dialogue yielded the 
expected results is discussed under the following findings.

Quote (a civil servant)

“In Albania, people would see social protection as just cash assistance. Social care services were considered as not meaningful: this 
was seen as a CSO thing. It is changing gradually.”

The inclusiveness of the debates, as facilitated by UNICEF in Albania, also had an unintended but 
very positive gender transformative result: by broadening the consultations, UNICEF in Albania 
helped involve more men in the community of social protection advocates – a field usually considered 
essentially “a woman’s job”, all the more if the spotlight is placed on children. Where men take 
part in social protection, it is usually at a higher decision-making level than women, though: among 
our survey respondents, men were more likely than women to have been part of policy making 
(47% of men versus 31% of women). UNICEF in Albania achieved (approximate) parity among the 
national consultants it hired, and engaged some prominent male figures, as consultants, who might 
otherwise not have been involved in this thematic area. UNICEF in Albania also facilitated the 
participation of both men and women from municipalities, from the Ministry of Interior (Agency 
for Local Self-Governance) and the Ministry of Finance: these actors might have been involved 
at one point or another in the review of draft documents – but UNICEF in Albania facilitated their 
active and long-lasting, multilateral dialogue. This, in turn, contributed both to a better gender 
balance, and to a stronger dialogue among men and women on a usually gendered topic.

Finding 9:
At intermediate result level, UNICEF has succeeded in jointly establishing, with the 
Government of Albania, a concept for the system of social care services based on essential 
building blocks, and the corresponding normative policy framework.

Triangulated evidence basis

Laws, regulatory and policy documents of Albania
Thematic case studies
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Focus groups with social workers and academia
Interviews with UNICEF and other UN agencies
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Consultation with Reference Group
Project documents
Survey results

72% of our survey respondents find that the contribution of UNICEF in Albania to the normative 
framework on SCS was either useful (33%) or very useful (40%). In interviews and focus 
groups, stakeholders describe this contribution as the definition, design and advocacy for 
the concept of the SCS system, through the building blocks of this system: this description 
encapsulates the intermediate and immediate results level of the theory of change, and the 
contribution of UNICEF in Albania to this level is therefore widely acknowledged. 
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This contribution has mostly materialised into drafting and contributing to the normative 
policy framework: new or amended legislation, regulatory acts, and policy documents. To this 
end, UNICEF in Albania has invested considerable expertise, which was found in-house among 
the UNICEF staff present already before the start of the programmes, and procured from local 
and international consultants. According to our survey respondents, the provision of expertise 
was the most valuable contribution of UNICEF in Albania: 47% consider it an added value. 

In addition to contributing to the drafting of legal, regulatory or policy documents, UNICEF in 
Albania also channelled its expertise through advice and training for decision makers and 
practitioners alike. 

Quote (a policy maker)

“This is how the drafting processes have been going for [policy, legal and regulatory] documents on social care services:
First we discussed the general direction, within the Ministry and with UNICEF.

UNICEF experts sent us a first draft, which we discussed with them.

Then we organized a round of consultations with civil society (and the public: the draft is put on our website). That was never a legal 
obligation, but we wanted to do it anyway as advocated by UNICEF. 

Suggestions are integrated by us in consultation with experts. This way we produced a second draft together with the UNICEF expert. 
We sent it to line ministries through the Government’s IT platform. Most important ministries are the Ministry of Justice (they advise 
on the legality of the act), Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

If some issues were hard to resolve we sometimes referred back to the UNICEF experts (on a need basis: the experts were not involved 
as a standard, since they already made the draft) - if there were no big dissentions, we wouldn’t go back to these experts. In some 
cases the experts would bow to a suggestion from the Minister of Health and Social Protection, after consultation with other ministers. 
For instance, currently there are discussions the pricing of services, and the categorisation of beneficiaries (for free/with contribution/
full price) and opinions diverge from Ministries to CSOs: I compared the models from various countries with the experts.

Then the draft went to the Committee of Ministers, where they would only do small, technical amendments before the act is passed 
there (if it is a regulation or a policy document) or sent to the Parliament (if it is a Law).”

Through this methodology, UNICEF in Albania has firstly contributed to the overall design of the 
SCS system (the intermediate result of the theory of change), and to the very concept of building 
blocks (immediate result level), complementing each other, but being introduced gradually.87 
These components are broadly reflected in the current legislative and regulatory framework 
of SCS in Albania. The table below presents the correspondence between the building blocks 
advocated by UNICEF in Albania, and the legal or regulatory acts, adopted or foreseen:

TABLE 11: CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN UNICEF-ADVOCATED BUILDING BLOCKS OF THE SCS 
SYSTEM, AND THE EXISTING OR PENDING LEGAL OR REGULATORY ACTS

Building blocks 
articulated in the 
theory of change

Building blocks as proposed 
by UNICEF documents

Key legal and regulatory acts Status

1: Tools and 
methodologies

Promote increased 
involvement of local 
government and civil society 
in the planning and delivery 
of social services

Decision of the Committee of Ministers (DCM) 
No. 394 of 09/05/2019 On the organization and 
functioning of the multidisciplinary commission and 
procedures for implementation of the standards of 
alternative care services for children in foster care 
families

Adopted

87. Jorgoni, G and Ymeri, S., “Supporting planning of social care services. Policy brief on roles and functions for the institutions involved 
with social care services”, Institute of Contemporary Studies and UNICEF, Tirana, 2016.
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2: Decision making 
processes and 
responsibilities

Clarify the accountability 
for national and local 
authorities, their roles and 
responsibilities in planning, 
delivering and monitoring 
SCS for Albanian families 
and children

Law No. 121/2016 on Social Care Services in the 
Republic of Albania
DCM No. 136 of 07/03/2018 on the Functioning and 
Administering of the national electronic register of 
social care services

Article 34/4 of the Law on Social Care Services 
foresees a Committee of Minister Decision on the 
Inspectorate of social care services

Article 35/4 of the Law on Social Care Services 
foresees a Ministerial instruction on the processing 
and handling of complaints

Adopted

Adopted

Decision not 
adopted (awaiting 
future regional 
restructuring 
reform). In the 
meantime, the 
inspectorate is 
located within the 
Ministry of Labour

Instruction not 
issued

3: Human resources/
workforce

Redefine the role of Social 
Workers and enable them to 
properly assess and address 
the needs of Albanian 
families and children through 
case management

Article 42 of the Law on Social Care services foresees 
a DCM instituting a mandatory continuous training 
programme for social workers

Decision not 
adopted

4: Minimum basket 
of social cares 
services:
para-social 
services, home-
based services, 
community social 
care centres, 
residential services, 
specialised services

Help transform the existing 
residential care services to 
more effective and efficient 
community-based services

Law on Social Workers Order in Republic of Albania 
(updated by Law 45/2017, of 6.4.2017)

DCM No. 518 of 04/09/2018 On social care 
community and residential services, criteria, 
procedures for beneficiaries and the amount of 
personal expenses for the beneficiaries of organized 
services

Article 39 of the Law on Social Care Services 
foresee an accreditation of service providers (public 
or private), to be regulated by a Decision of the 
Committee of Minister

Adopted

Adopted

Decision not 
adopted

5: Financial flows Develop new financial, 
administrative and legislative 
instruments that would 
enable for establishing a 
functional SCS system

Law No. 121/2016 on Social Care Services in the 
Republic of Albania
DCM No 135 of 07/03/2018 on the approval of the 
Social Care Service Statute
DCM No 111 of 23/02/2018 On the creation and 
functioning of the social fund.
DCM No 150 of 20.03.2019 On calculation of the 
funding of social care services
Article 46 of the Law on Social Care Services 
foresees a Minster instruction to Municipalities on 
the funding of SCS including, among others, fees to 
be borne by beneficiaries

Adopted

Adopted

Adopted

Adopted

Instruction not 
issued

As this table shows, the overall approach promoted by UNICEF in Albania was largely taken up 
by the Ministry, and by the successive Albanian Governments over the period. The entire legal 
and regulatory setup was, practically, co-developed by the Ministry of Social Welfare and Youth 
(and now the Ministry of Health and Social Protection), together with UNICEF in Albania. The 
elaboration of the Law on Social Care Services, the “mother law” as some interlocutors put it, 
was largely based on the inputs of UNICEF in Albania. Even though some of its constitutive 
elements are still missing (some important bylaws are not adopted yet), the general 
architecture is a product of the cooperation between the Ministry, UNICEF in Albania, and 
Albanian partners. Therefore, the central piece of the theory of change at intermediate 
result level: the definition, in the normative policy framework, of an SCS system based on 
building blocks (human resources, administrative and technical tools, financial flows, decision-
making processes, and a basket of services), has been realized. 
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Finding 10:
The contribution of UNICEF in Albania was instrumental for at least three building blocks to 
clearly emerge: the expected immediate results of the intervention are partly met.

Triangulated evidence basis

Laws, regulatory and policy documents of Albania
Municipal case studies
Thematic case studies
UNICEF in Albania project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, 
notes
Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Focus groups with social workers
Interviews and written consultation with UNICEF in Albania and other UN agencies
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Survey results

Certain building blocks were particularly inspired by UNICEF in Albania, as witnessed by the 
guidance documents used by the SCS providers, and as confirmed through interviews. This 
section presents the three which were deemed most successful by interviewees, confirmed 
by focus groups and document review, as they portray well how the immediate results of the 
intervention were, in part, achieved:

 ♦ Tools and methods
 ♦ Decision making processes and responsibilities
 ♦ Human resources/workforce

Building block 1: tools and methods
The most emblematic is the set of tools and methodologies for the planning of social care 
services by Municipalities, based on an objective, participatory and inclusive analysis of the 
socio-economic situation of citizens, compared with their needs and rights – in human rights 
language, a gap analysis. The contribution of UNICEF in Albania provided an excellent basis 
for a high-quality process. Our survey respondents rated the municipal social planning process 
in their municipality three out of five (five being the highest score), which, for a first try, is 
satisfactory. This set of tools and methodologies encompasses:

 ♦ The social map/social assessment methodology;
 ♦ The guidebooks and methods for the design of municipal social plans;
 ♦ The costing of municipal social plans;
 ♦ The data management systems underlying the implementation of the plans through, inter 

alia, “case management and referral”. 

UNICEF in Albania piloted all these tools through both phases of the action, in 14 municipalities 
in total (including three which were supported only during the first phase). According to the 
latest data shared by Leave No One Behind project, the project partners and other civil society 
actors additionally piloted the tools in 17 municipalities, and at least two (more according to 
UNICEF in Albania) municipalities emulated the initiative without requiring support. While 
UNICEF in Albania does not have, or claim, sole ownership of these results, they would not 
have been possible without contribution of UNICEF in Albania towards the establishment of the 
supporting tools: with the methodologies and pilots developed by UNICEF in Albania, necessary 
conditions were created directly by UNICEF in Albania, for this building block to be established 
– which does not mean that these conditions were sufficient.

Building block 2: decision making processes and responsibilities
UNICEF in Albania also contributed to charting the decision-making processes for SCS, first 
through its work on Child Protection and outside of the programmes on SCS (with the promotion 
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of multidisciplinary commissions at municipal level, which address and monitor individual child 
protection plans for children in need). Now, this mechanism is used in some municipalities (for 
instance Durres, as observed during our visit) even beyond child protection strictly, to address 
social needs of children in general.

UNICEF in Albania championed the concept of NARUs, which are now fully entrenched 
into the Law on Social Care Services, and became very well know and popular among 
practitioners and policy makers. According to this Law, these units of at least three officers 
(one child protection officer, one specialist on gender-based violence and family issues, and one 
“social administrator”) should be present, at the rate of one for 6000 inhabitants. These Units 
should be the first point of contact of the rights holders. They should identify their individual 
needs, to both advise them and refer them to any other competent authorities. They are, 
therefore, the interface between social care services and all other social protection systems 
and actors (such as child protection, cash assistance, etc). While the details are the results of 
the Ministry’s work, with the input of multiple counterparts, the concept and approach are those 
advocated by UNICEF in Albania, according to documents and interviews.

In terms of structuring SCS at municipal level, the Heads of Departments for Social Protection 
(in at least two of the municipalities sampled for case studies by the evaluation team) reported 
using the guidebooks developed by UNICEF in Albania, not only for social planning, but also for 
designing internal regulations and rules, job descriptions, and objectives for their NARUs (in the 
making), social protection departments, and community service centres. 

Building block 3: human resources/workforce
The contribution of UNICEF in Albania is keenly felt the emergence of a competent, trained, 
legitimate workforce for the delivery of social care services – a cornerstone of the reform. In 
parallel with the drafting of legislation and regulatory framework in this area, UNICEF prepared 
the curricula for social work diplomas, jointly with the Faculty of Social Sciences. This is one of 
the examples of UNICEF in Albania mainstreaming child-sensitiveness into the system: in the 
focus group with members of the academia, participants explained: “The process was long 
and very detailed. We did comparative research on the Laws on Orders of Social workers and 
psychologists in many countries. Then we assessed the needs of the social workers, because 
there were many persons working on social care services who did not study social work, and 
especially they were working with children with no training on social work for children.” 

Finding 11:
However, the stakeholders are not aware of the principles nor of the building blocks, and the 
normative policy framework is not yet complete: the conditions created are not sufficient for 
the building blocks to be operational, and immediate results remain transitional.

Triangulated evidence basis

Laws, regulatory and policy documents of Albania
Municipal case studies
Thematic case studies
UNICEF in Albania project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Focus groups with social workers
Interviews and written consultation with UNICEF in Albania and other UN agencies
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Survey results

By inspiring key policy, legislative and regulatory documents, UNICEF has strongly 
contributed to the establishment of a coherent, harmonised and compliant SCS system, based 
on a concept of building blocks, and channelling key UNICEF principles. However, these conditions 
are not sufficient for the system to function yet as UNICEF in Albania envisaged it. Several 
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building blocks, as evidenced by Table 11 above, are still incomplete. 70% of our survey respondents 
consider that one of the top five challenges of SCS is the lack of clarity of the current policy normative 
framework, and 43% consider it a top challenge that not all of its aspects are regulated yet. The 
framework is not yet fine-tuned at the level of secondary legislation, and it is not yet fully understood 
by the actors at all levels. This contribution is therefore not sufficient to ensure a fully operational 
SCS system: the immediate results of the theory of change are still incomplete. 

This section illustrates this situation through two building blocks, which, although established as 
shown in Finding 11, are not yet operational:

 ♦ Tools and methods
 ♦ Human resources/workforce

Building block 1: tools and methods
Originally, according to an internal milestones document, by the end of 2015 pilot social plans 
(expected to be regional at the time, as the local self-governance reform with the agglomeration 
of municipalities had not yet taken place) were expected to be drafted, costed, budgeted and 
financed; local social workers (at the time envisaged to be delegated from the state level) would 
be financed by the end of 2016. In its current Country Programme Document, this benchmark 
was adjusted, with all municipalities expected to have costed social care plans by end 2021. In 
January 2020, according to concurrent information from CSOs, Leave No One Behind team, 
Ministry officials, consultants of UNICEF in Albania, and academia, at the time of drafting this 
report, only 22 out of 61 municipalities had approved a social plan.

Out of the 22 municipalities with an approved social plan, the majority were supported by 
UNICEF in Albania, which points to the effectiveness of UNICEF action. Among our case study 
municipalities, only Permet, which was not supported by UNICEF, did not have an approved 
social plan. However, it is unclear how many are costed, budgeted and financed. UNICEF in 
Albania reports 11 municipalities with costed, budgeted, and partly financed social plans. Only 
27% of our survey respondents report that their municipality has dedicated budget lines for the 
fulfilment of the municipal social plan. Our three municipal case studies (plus additional insight 
in Tirana municipality) show that Tirana and Durres, supported by UNICEF in Albania, have a fully 
costed municipal social plan (with clear actions, and the necessary human, material and financial 
resources clearly and individually specified). Reports indicate that Shkoder, also supported by 
UNICEF in Albania, also does. Beyond these, the situation is uncertain. 

Some consultants of UNICEF in Albania whom we interviewed considered that the costing of 
municipal social plans was unrealistic, as long as the legal and regulatory framework is not totally 
clear regarding the standards and costs of services, as well as the financial contributions/fees 
expected from certain categories of beneficiaries. Social care services, as advocated by UNICEF 
in Albania and envisaged by the policy normative framework, are based on an individualised 
response: only on a case-to-case basis can social workers implement the life-cycle approach, 
help lift the specific barriers which prevent social inclusion, ensure accessibility and apply 
true equity. Therefore, even careful needs assessment and social planning do not easily lend 
themselves to precise anticipation of costs. 

Besides, not all municipal social plans are actually based on assessment as advocated by UNICEF 
in Albania and envisaged by UNICEF in Albania-sponsored tools. This shows that the policy 
normative framework is not yet correctly implemented: while 77% of our survey respondents 
reported that their municipality had a social plan,88 only 63% report that their municipality 

88. This does not mean that this percentage of municipalities have a social plan, as we could have several respondents for one municipality 
and no respondent for others. The discrepancy between this percentage and the ascertained proportion of municipalities with a social plan 
simply shows that survey respondents whose municipality do have a social plan are more likely than others to take our survey.
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prepared a social map. The piloting of this framework in roughly a fifth of municipalities, 
conducted through both stages of the intervention, was not enough to ensure the uptake of the 
policy normative framework at local level throughout Albania. 

Interestingly, women who participated in our survey afforded lower marks to the social plans of 
their municipalities (2.7 out of 5 in average) than men did (3.7 out of 5 in average). This difference 
is difficult to explain, but interview analysis suggests that men were more likely to be involved 
directly in the preparation of these plans than women were, because they hold more decision 
making power at municipal level, which could be a factor for a higher degree of satisfaction 
among male practitioners – and point the need to rebalance gender parity in the planning and 
decision making processes. 

Building block 3: human resources/workforce
All interviewees, corroborated by documentary evidence, concur that tools for social planning, 
as sponsored by UNICEF in Albania, are not yet used in full, or used in a critical number of 
municipalities. Municipal social planning is not always as participatory as envisaged by the 
tools developed by UNICEF in Albania. Among the survey respondents who were in a position 
to be involved in the social mapping and social planning of their municipality (namely social 
protection professionals and CSO representatives), about 33% were not able to participate in 
social mapping, and 30% could not participate in social planning. These limitations could be 
due, in part, to the lack of awareness at the local level: while policy makers at national level 
are increasingly cognisant of social care services and the processes which support them, 
at municipal level there still lacks a critical mass of decision makers and practitioners 
committed to social care services. An interviewee at municipal level summarized what many 
had expressed: “I only read the social plan once. I don’t think others use it at all either. Local 
actors are not aware it even exists – whether they are CSOs or institutions. People don’t know 
about it, or they just see it as a document to consult when they prepare a project for international 
fundraising.” The awareness which UNICEF in Albania contributed to among the participants 
to the policy and legal debate, has not reached the level of implementers, which in turn 
weakens the realisation on the ground of the contribution of UNICEF in Albania.

Despite the training provided through the intervention of UNICEF in Albania, the level of 
knowledge of the legal and regulatory framework varies from one professional to another. 
Virtually all our interviewees below middle-management level in the municipalities stated that 
they had never read in full, or more than once, the law on Social Care Services, or the by-law 
on the basket of services. They knew the scope of these documents, but not their contents, 
because they did not “need to use them much, because it does not involve decisions in writing, 
or money” as one interviewee put it. They were more aware of the regulatory framework 
for cash assistance, disability assistance, and in some cases of the regulatory framework on 
multidisciplinary commission for alternative child care. Our survey respondents from service 
providers overwhelmingly (93%) reported having read the Law on Social Care Services (though 
not necessarily in full), and 77% had read the by-law on the basket of services - but less than 
a half had read the regulatory acts on social funds (47%) and financing of social care services 
(27%). Similarly, of respondents from the national level, 90% declared to have read the Law on 
Social Care Services, 77% the bylaw on the basket of services, 50% the bylaw on the social 
fund, and 30% the bylaw on financing of social services. The trainings organised by UNICEF in 
Albania therefore need to be scaled up, at all levels. Overall, the Human Resources building 
block of the system, envisaged by the theory of change, is established in principle but not 
fully operational, because the practitioners are not sufficiently aware of the framework 
and of UNICEF in Albania principles to implement them.

In terms of gender results, the development of the social work diplomas’ curricula was 
benchmarked against some good international practices and clearly mainstreamed gender 
analysis. The tools developed by UNICEF in Albania for municipal social planning also provide 
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methods for gender analysis. According to the consultants who piloted UNICEF methodologies 
at the municipal level, the municipalities they coached conducted gender analysis as a part of 
their social mapping – and documentary review of our municipal case studies (Durres, Malesia e 
Madhe, Permet) confirm it. This creates at least the necessary conditions for social workers to adopt 
a gender-sensitive approach to the needs assessment, referral and services to the rights holders – 
although this can only happen in time, and provided young graduates and trained practitioners do 
obtain/retain positions within the SCS system. On the other hand, direct observation in the relevant 
Department of the Faculty of Social Sciences show that these curricula are still overwhelmingly 
chosen by women. Survey results confirm this trend as a heritage of the history of social work: 
88% respondents were women, and only 12% were men – and the gender proportions among 
practitioners and policy makers interviewed for this evaluation are similar. Social care services still 
have a long way to go to achieve parity, requiring promotion among young men.

Evaluation Question No. 5:
To what extent has UNICEF in Albania succeeded in mainstreaming its principles?

Key findings:

Finding No. 12:
UNICEF has succeeded in mainstream most of its principles, at least to some extent, into the spirit of normative policy framework.

Finding 13:
The funding and the financial flows supporting the social care services system remain an unsolved question, which seriously endangers 
the intervention’s results.

Finding No. 12:
UNICEF has succeeded in mainstream most of its principles, at least to some extent, into the 
spirit of normative policy framework.

Triangulated evidence basis

Laws, regulatory and policy documents of Albania
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Thematic case studies
Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Focus groups with social workers and academia
Interviews with UNICEF 
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Survey results

Principles governing the support of UNICEF in Albania to the SCS system were never spelled 
out as such, all together, in a unique document. However, they are expressed, through various 
expressions, throughout the documents produced for or by the programmes of UNICEF in 
Albania. For instance, an internal Summary Policy Paper of 2014 on the possible articulation of 
social care service-related functions between the various levels of governance, highlighted, “social 
inclusion and territorial cohesion, and facilitating equitable and efficient access for all who need them 
to appropriate social care services”. UNICEF in Albania consultants and staff, interviewed for this 
evaluation, summarized the principles that guided the theory of change of the intervention: equity 
(and its corollary, inclusion), accessibility, accountability, life cycle focus, efficiency. 

The thematic case studies show that the Law on Social Care Services, the by law on the basket 
of services and the national strategy for social protection, take on, to varying degrees, the key 
principles advocated by UNICEF in Albania.

The thematic case studies illustrate how UNICEF in Albania has channelled its principles into the 
policy normative framework: the bulk of the mainstreaming effort was put into the highest level-
documents, such as national strategy or law. UNICEF in Albania has invested significant research 
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and advocacy efforts, especially into the Social Protection Strategy, and the Law on Social Care 
Services. During the evaluated period, based on the selection of documents communicated by 
its staff, UNICEF in Albania:

 ♦ Prepared research and policy documents, which combine situational analysis, benchmarking 
and proposal of scenarios and schemes for systemic solutions to the needs for social care 
services: at least 20 towards the preparation of the Social Protection Strategy, and 16 
towards the preparation of the Law on Social Care Services. Out of these UNICEF in Albania 
published at least 11 public policy papers or reports.

 ♦ Prepared at least 14 advocacy presentations and one webinar towards the preparation of the 
Strategy, and at least 2 towards the preparation of the Law;

 ♦ Designed at least 3 common action plans/calendars/roadmaps and agreements with the 
Ministry of Social Welfare and Youth (then Ministry of Health and Social Protection) specifically 
towards the preparation of the law, and 3 of a general nature, which also contributed to the 
preparation of the Strategy;

 ♦ Had a number of high-level advocacy meetings or workshops with Government officials (either 
by UNICEF in Albania staff, consultants or both jointly) which could not be counted, but which, 
based on the existing preparatory notes and debriefing documents, is above 10 per year.

This list does not include the memoranda, presentations or explanatory reports accompanying 
the draft texts when presented to the Parliament or the Committee of Ministers, as these are 
the outputs of the GoA, and, even though they sometimes use a common vocabulary, are not 
UNICEF documents. A full list of the documents examined for these case studies is available in 
Annex 11: References. 
In contrast, only one key document was found regarding the preparation of the bylaw on 
the basket of social care services (DCM No. 518 of 04/09/2018 On social care community and 
residential services, criteria, procedures for beneficiaries and the amount of personal expenses for 
the beneficiaries of organized services): the terms of reference for the recruitment of the relevant 
consultant. Consistent with this research, interviews point to more intense advocacy (especially 
advocacy by the staff of UNICEF in Albania, at top management level) for national strategy and 
legislation, compared to bylaws. In all these documents, the key principles outlined above, 
although described in different words, are consistently present. The evaluation team conducted 
a semantic review of these documents, and compared it with the vocabulary used in the various 
drafts of the policy, legal and regulatory documents adopted by the Government or Parliament, as 
well as the explanatory reports and presentations prepared by the Ministry of Social Welfare and 
Youth (then Ministry for Health and Social Protection) for the Committee of Ministers. The evaluation 
team detected that terminology was frequently common. For instance, the Law on Social Care 
Services No. 121/2016 Article 3.1 defines social care services by using a vocabulary which is close 
to that of UNICEF in Albania policy papers: “Social care services” means an integrated and 
organised system of benefits and facilities, that are provided by the practitioners of the 
respective fields of public or non-public subjects, in order to ensure well-being, independence 
and social inclusion of individuals and families in need of social care.

Taken together, these elements demonstrate:

 ♦ The amount, consistency and persistence of UNICEF in Albania advocacy efforts its 
principles, channelled through a variety of means;

 ♦ The level of integration of UNICEF in Albania within the policy, legislative and regulatory 
process at the very earliest stage of production of the documents which would eventually 
constitute the policy normative framework of SCS in Albania;

 ♦ How social care services and, to some extent, these principles, stayed consistently within the 
policy, legislative and regulatory agenda, at least in part thanks to the efforts of UNICEF in Albania;

 ♦ A gradual distancing of UNICEF advocacy, as the debate reached lower level documents 
within the normative policy framework.
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The following table presents how each principle was materialized into the policy normative 
framework.

TABLE 12: CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN UNICEF PRINCIPLES, THEIR MANIFESTATION IN THE POLICY 
NORMATIVE FRAMEWORK, AND THE PERCEPTION OF INTERVIEWEES (THE SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLE 
IS ADDRESSED UNDER THE SUSTAINABILITY EVALUATION CRITERION – EVALUATION QUESTION NO. 10).

Principle Manifestation in the policy normative framework Examples of quotes by interviewees

Equity and 
inclusion

The fundamental principle of the Law on Social Care Services 
is social inclusion: social care services aim to be transitory, as 
much as possible, and to empower the beneficiaries. The types 
of services intended for the basket of services, in particular 
counselling, embody this commitment.
Needs assessment, or in fact gap analysis of rights holders’ 
situation, is basis for planning. This was applied to social care 
services themselves, but also to the reform: UNICEF conducted 
research, gap analysis and assessments to inform the drafting 
of all the laws and by laws, and the policy documents. 
Within social care services, UNICEF inspired municipal 
needs assessment as a basis for municipal social plans: the 
intervention designed the social mapping process and concept 
based on a needs assessment and gap analysis methodology. 

A policy maker: “Before we draft any piece of 
policy, legislation or regulation on social care 
services, we discus within the Ministry and with 
UNICEF the scope, general principles based on 
conventions/standards: equity, best interest of 
the child, universality, participation.”
Focus group participants: “The basic principle of 
the law is: social care services are a right, not 
charity. It shows that is the responsibility of the 
state. Citizens are entitled.”
A CSO representative: “I see principles of 
universality of services, of partnership, of 
supporting children first in the framework for 
social care services.”

Accessibility The notion of family-oriented and community-based services, 
clearly entrenched in the Law on Social Services, the bylaw 
on the basket of services, and the social protection strategy, 
follow this principle. The decentralisation of SCS, with the point 
of contact being at the closest governance level possible (the 
municipality) further enhance accessibility. 
Deinstitutionalisation and community-based services are also 
guarantees for the application of the accessibility principle: SCS 
are expected to come to the rights holders, not take them away 
from their community.

Focus group participants: “The variability of 
services according to the profile of beneficiaries 
is an important concept: the law did not list 
before which services were available. The Basket 
of Services defines the typology, it explains 
exactly what these services are very clearly, how 
they are to be provided. This is why services are 
accessible: because they are targeted and clear – 
at least in the legal framework.”
A CSO representative: “The local self-government 
reform and deinstitutionalisation were two key 
principles behind the framework of social care 
services, and that is good – but none of us has 
thoroughly read these docs.”

Accountability The legal framework, as advocated by UNICEF, foresees clear 
decision-making mechanisms and criteria. The inspection of 
social care services, complemented by the procedures for 
complaints by citizens, should guarantee the transparency and 
accountability of the system. The adoption of standards, and the 
harmonisation of social care services, although incomplete, are 
also a part of this principle.

Life cycle focus A systems approach guarantees that social care services are 
universal, and designed, not for specific categories of persons, 
but rather for specific individual situations. They aim to support 
the rights holders to overcome barriers and transitory crises. 

Policy makers: “Life-cycle approach started as an 
idea for the children, and moved on to address 
families and all vulnerable categories.” “It is 
the idea that everyone could at one point in life 
need SCS, and it should be made accessible: the 
strategy and the law say that very well.”
Focus group participants: “Life cycle approach is 
the idea is that at any point in your life you might 
have a need, and the services are there to bridge 
this gap, and you have a right to it. That provision 
of SCS is not conditional to an age, and can be 
transitory.”

Efficiency A systems approach, and the interconnection of the building 
blocks, as advocated by UNICEF in Albania, and entrenched in 
the architecture of the policy normative framework, ensures 
cooperation and efficiency within the system. It also aims 
to ensure that social care services are the hub between all 
social protection areas. The concept of Needs Assessment and 
Referral Units, with at least three specialisations, and a referral 
function to any agency or duty bearer, embody this principle.
The system also foresees partnership in preparing, delivering 
and financing the system: CSOs, LSG, and central government. 
Municipal social plans are an instrument that includes this, that 
embodies this principle. 

Focus group participants: “The law is very 
innovative in listing new services which 
nobody thought about. The Law splits clearly 
the management and administration of social 
services, and this is a matter of accountability 
and efficiency (professionalization and quality, 
decision making and accountability: user not 
depending on one single person for the admin 
process and the delivery of services) – but it is 
not implemented in practice.”
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Among practitioners, some of the key principles advocated by UNICEF in Albania are taking 
grounds, especially among recently schooled social workers (62% respondents have worked in 
social care services for less than five years, and close to 51% hold a recent bachelor or master in 
social work). Survey respondents first associate “social care services” with equality, need. They 
also appear to believe in family-based solutions: parenting is one of the most often associated 
words with social care services. But mostly, they feel responsibility: the very first word that 
comes to their mind when they hear “social care services” is “service”, often associated with 
adjectives such as measurable, tangible or other words implying their duty to deliver. 

Therefore, one key internal assumption of the theory of change, that the SCS system would be 
compliant with UNICEF-championed principles, is partly realized at the intermediate result level: the 
normative policy framework proclaims these principles, and does not contradict them. This however 
does not imply that these principles are implemented in real life, at results or impact level. 

The grey zones of the current normative policy framework at bylaw level can endanger the 
implementation of these principles. The case of accountability mechanisms (an accountable 
system being one of the key internal assumptions of the theory of change) is a good example. 
Standards and accountability mechanisms, although their architecture follows the 
recommendations of UNICEF in Albania, still require fine-tuning, whereas accountability is 
one of UNICEF key principles and an internal assumption of the theory of change. UNICEF 
expertise in this area would be particularly relevant. Most standards for social care services are 
defined by Ministerial instructions (see Annex 11: References). While this fulfils the assumptions 
of the theory of change (Ministerial instructions, an integral part of the regulatory framework, do 
mainstream the accountability principle championed by UNICEF in Albania), several interviewees, 
from local practitioners to senior government officials and consultants, suggested that the 
standards ought to be regulated more precisely, and with stronger legal force, at the level of 
Committee of Minister Decision, so that service providers would be more informed and keener 
to follow these standards. Besides, Ministerial instructions are not subject to the same level 
of advocacy, and debate facilitation by UNICEF in Albania as higher-level documents – which 
in turn decreases the footprint of UNICEF in Albania. At local level, our municipal case studies, 
including interviews with beneficiaries and with service providers reveal important differences 
of treatment for comparable situations, including within the same Municipality. Some of these 
differences are related to lack of means, but others clearly stem from diverging practices, and a 
lack of understanding or knowledge of the standards.

Examples from interview with beneficiaries:

“There are improvements to [the condition of my child with special needs] for the past few years. The psychologist and social worker 
here in the community Centre, they do exercises with my son. You can tell. But I myself do not receive anything but the disability 
assistance. No advice on how to attend to my son. I wouldn’t mind getting some support. Besides, my son needs physiotherapy, 
dentistry – but I cannot afford that. I don’t have cash assistance. I am not employed because I don’t have time: I take care of my son. 
And there is no employment around here.”

“My daughter has multiple disabilities. As a mom I receive some advice: the social worker and psychologist gather us parents all 
together often. They give us advice on how to attend to our children. I am happy to come to these meetings. I also get individual 
advice. I receive disability payment, and cash assistance. It is the doctor who advised me to apply for disability payment when my 
daughter was two years old. Cash assistance, I heard about it on TV.”

Strengthening the standards, their level of detail, and their legal force may help, and will 
require continuous engagement by UNICEF in Albania. But eventually, abiding by them will be 
a matter of individual and institutional accountability of the service providers, enforced through 
inspection. According to the Law on Social Care Services, as advocated by UNICEF in Albania, 
the Committee of Ministers should adopt an updated decision on the inspectorate of social care 
services, in charge of monitoring abidance by standard. The Law further provides that the Minister 
responsible for social affairs (now the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs) should initiate the 
proposal, from which most interviewees infer that SCS inspection should be placed under this 
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Ministry, and more specifically under the State Social Services. However, currently, the matter 
is unresolved, pending the expected restructuration of Albanian regions, which should have an 
impact on the State Social Services. Meanwhile, the Labour and SCS Inspectorate functions 
remain placed under Ministry of Finance and Economy since 2013, and are still regulated by the 
Committee of Ministers Decision No 925 of 20/03/2013 “On organization and functioning of State 
Inspectorate of Labour and Social Services”. Interviewees from several levels of governance 
concur to report that “the Labour inspectorate under the Ministry of Economy should oversee 
working conditions AND the execution of social standards. They know the standards and issue 
some good recommendations. They hired the former State Social Services social inspectors, 
and they are expected to increase the capacity. Yet it seems the capacity is not fully there: in my 
informed opinion they mostly inspect from the point of view of working conditions.”

Quote (a senior government representative):

“Mainstreaming the minimum standards of social care services according to international best practices, this is UNICEF’s job. They 
must help define and harmonize these standards, and benchmark the steps towards their full implementations. Then inspectorate 
services should inspect and monitor the social care services which are delivered, in order to check that standards are abided by – and 
if municipalities don’t abide by standards, then the responsibility to implement social care services should be outsourced to CSOs 
for instance. But nothing of that is happening: as we speak there are no sufficient standards for social care services, although I was 
arguing for it as an annex to the Decision of the Committee of Ministers – that is not acceptable.”

Example of a beneficiary’s parent expressing concern over standards of services in a local community centre for children with 
disabilities:
“The social workers here try their best for us. But I would like it if the environment was larger: it is not ok to put together 2-year-old 
and 25-year-old disabled people together in one 20 square meter room. And they don’t have a yard to go outside.”

Finding 13:
The funding and the financial flows supporting the social care services system remain an 
unsolved question, which seriously endangers the intervention’s results.

Triangulated evidence basis

Laws, regulatory and policy documents of Albania
Municipal case studies
Thematic case studies
UNICEF in Albania project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Focus groups with social workers
Interviews and written consultation with UNICEF in Albania and other UN agencies
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Survey results

To date, none of the municipal social plans is fully budgeted and funded: even Tirana is 
not in a position to finance all social care services it envisaged as a part of its social plan. This is 
particularly disconcerting, as the social plans usually feature the minimum basket of services – 
in other words, what is necessary to fulfil the economic and social rights of the rights holders. 
While this is not the responsibility of UNICEF in Albania, it points to the gaps in the 
establishment of a system in accordance to the theory of change of UNICEF in Albania, 
and principles: the building block of financial flows is not operational. This is an important 
gap in the realisation of the theory of change at immediate result level.

Examples of concerns regarding municipal social plans:

A municipal social protection professional: “Our plan is nothing fancy – it is the minimum. We did not dare add extra services: that 
would be luxury.”
A CSO representative: “The social plan itself is weak, because it is not well budgeted. The main elements are there. There is much 
insistence on emergency service. Yet for us it was an opportunity for us to plug in and push for some of our priorities. But it is not a full 
plan because it has no costing, no division of responsibilities.”
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Therefore, the most concerning shortcoming of the implementation of the theory of change 
so far is the uncertainty regarding the financial building block (building block 5). UNICEF in 
Albania originally envisioned that “the main assumption behind the above strategy of UNICEF 
in Albania is that these seed interventions will be mirrored by the respective commitments of 
the line ministries and their ability to mobilise sufficient financial and administrative resources 
(…) The same is expected from the local level of the state governance”89 However, despite 
all its advocacy efforts, UNICEF in Albania has not succeeded yet to foster its proposal for 
a clear and sustainable delineation of funding responsibilities for the municipal social plans. 
UNICEF consultants reported that some of the key proposals in the related draft regulations 
were profoundly changed, after the consultations had been closed. 

The municipal social funds were envisaged as a way to both:

 ♦ Provide the necessary resources to implement the rights-based minimum basket of 
services, and 

 ♦ Afford the flexibility required by the individual nature of social care services, and the related 
difficulty to anticipate precise costs over a long period. 

The current legal and regulatory framework is unclear on this issue – or at least not interpreted 
in a uniform way by the stakeholders, despite UNICEF advocacy, training and facilitation efforts. 
Some understand that the State level should budget and finance the municipal social funds, on 
the basis of the costing of social plans for the minimum basket of services (including the staffing 
of the NARUs, and the provision of essential facilities), while the municipalities should budget 
and fund extra social care services (such as the establishment of specific service centres) from 
existing resources (including the un-earmarked transfers from the state to municipal budget, 
amounting to 1% of the Gross Domestic Product in total, but also additional resources such as 
payment of social care services by some beneficiaries, international fundraising, and public-private 
partnerships). According to this interpretation, while municipalities are unable to finance their extra 
services in full, the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare may finance a gradually decreasing amount 
of these extra services through earmarked transfers, upon submission of costed municipal social 
plans (90% the first year, 60% the following year, 30% thereafter). This position is supported by 
most UNICEF consultants and Ministry of Finance officials, and seems to stem logically from a 
rights-based approach, whereby the responsibility lies where the means are present. 

Others understand that the municipalities should cost, budget and finance their social plans 
entirely, including the NARUs and the minimum basket of services, from their existing resources 
and extra fundraising with donors or the private sector. According to this interpretation, the 
Ministry of Health and Social Welfare may finance, temporarily, some parts of municipal social 
plans, on a case to case basis, according to the same gradually decreasing scheme. This view is 
supported by one UNICEF consultant, and by a number of officials in the Executive. 

A consultant:

“It is also a matter of priorities: there is no obligation to build new roads, yet municipalities choose to invest in roads rather than 
NARUs, though the latter is a legal obligation.”

Others, including UNICEF in Albania, have not taken or openly stated a stance. Several interviewees 
rely on the ongoing debate within the Ministry of Interior’s Committee for Local Self Governance 
to solve this interpretation dispute. UNICEF in Albania is not, as a rule, involved in the discussions 
of this Committee, but is consulted and invited on a need basis. This debate, which amounts to a 
negotiation is therefore operated separately from the intervention of UNICEF in Albania, who 
has gradually withdrawn from it. The contrast with the role of UNICEF in Albania in other arenas 

89. UNICEF, “UNICEF Country Office in Albania Programme Strategy Note 2017 – 2021”, UNICEF, Tirana, 2017, p. 32.
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points to a possible gap, which needs to be remedied in the future. Yet, it is perceived by some as its 
continuum, and as a pointer to the gaps in the intervention approach of UNICEF in Albania, which did 
not succeed yet in facilitating the establishment and implementation of a clear financial mechanism.

Meanwhile, the stakeholders interviewed have adopted a defensive position in the negotiations: 
the majority of interviews with municipalities and the Ministry show that these actors are 
reluctant to commit funds beyond what was already budgeted, for fear that it would weaken their 
position, commit them in the long run, and tilt the debate towards an interpretation which would 
not favour them financially. There is also a general lack of awareness on the degree of responsibility 
of each level, as a duty bearer, to respond to needs for social care services. A large number of 
interviewees from all perspectives have called on UNICEF in Albania to involve itself more actively in 
this debate. The financial block of the SCS system was undermined by the limits of the political will 
which UNICEF in Albania was first able to leverage: political will, a key external assumption 
of the theory of change, was constant as long as the system was in the making – once 
implementation and funding are at stake, this political will is fading. In turn, the difficulties 
with the financing of the system have depleted this political will on financial commitments. 

Local elected officials: 

“The Municipal Social plan is useful to the administration. But for the Mayor and the Municipal Council, it is just something they 
approve. They don’t monitor the implementation of the municipal social plan: they never even asked us how we are doing, whether we 
are on track. It is mostly useful for the staff at the social protection department: it is a political protection. With the new Mayor, if they 
are questioned on what they are doing, they can say “look, it was in the plan that was adopted.” […] usually the municipal budget is 
in accordance to the Mayor’s vision. The Mayor’s vision was so far to invest into infrastructure (roads, schools, kindergartens... that is 
where you do the public relations and get the votes – so that is where the money goes) At the end there is almost nothing left for other 
things such as social care services.”

“Mostly, we haven’t costed the Municipal Social Plan because if we cost it, the Mayor will know how much the Municipality will have 
the responsibility to finance from its budget in the next three years (after the 90% and the 60% contributions from the Government 
elapse). This would have created an obligation he was not ready to take up. Same for the Government, and we didn’t want trouble. So, 
the Government and the Mayor don’t want to know how much they will have to pay – if they don’t know they don’t have to pay.”

The Ministry of Health and Social Welfare, in 2019, opened a grants competition as an interim 
measure, in order to afford some financial support to municipalities before all municipal social 
plans are adopted: municipalities were invited to submit SCS projects, which could be financed 
according to the same gradually decreasing scheme. Among all our interviewees, this measure, 
intended to ease the pressure on municipalities, and create an opening in the negotiations, has 
been implemented without UNICEF in Albania (or indeed any other) support, and in a short period 
of time. Experts consider it is not in line with the legislation. Some municipalities perceived it 
as an arbitrary process, or even the manifestation of a hostile position on the future financing 
scheme, whereby the Ministry would only contribute financially to the delivery of social care 
services on a project basis. 

A ministry official: 

“Now some funds are made available to finance the call for proposal from the municipalities through the social funds. This is an 
interim measure until 2020, because the Law was adopted and bylaws drafted only after the State budget was adopted – so there was 
no money provisioned in this budget for social funds.”

While this lack of legal certainty persists, social plans and the delivery of the minimum basket 
of services are grossly under-funded, as systematically reported by virtually all interviewees 
and focus group members. Therefore, a key external assumption of the theory of change, the 
funding, remains unfulfilled. Our survey respondents quote funding problems as the main challenge 
in implementing the SCS reform. As a senior government official put it, “So far, the establishment 
of social care services has created extra obligations for municipalities, without extra resources”. 
This view is concurrent with the EU Commission 2019 Report on Albania: “On social inclusion and 
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protection, the national strategy on social protection for 2015-2020 is being implemented. Efforts 
should be increased up to ensure implementation and appropriate allocation of financial resources to 
support the already adopted Law on social care services, the Law on the rights and protection of the 
child, and the 2017-2020 national agenda for children’s rights. In 2018, Albania adopted the decision 
‘on the functioning of social fund’. This decision stipulates that sources of funding for the social 
care services must be provided from the state budget, municipal budgets, donations and other 
sources. Still the social fund mechanism remains to become functional at local and central level. 
Social care services are currently undeveloped, underinvested and lacking in many areas.”90

As a result, of this situation, compounded by budgetary austerity which imposes stringent 
staffing limits to municipalities, NARUs in the municipalities are not staffed, and there is 
no harmonisation of the structure or functions of social protection services at municipal level: 
interview analysis shows that the situation in terms of institutional setup at local level has not 
sufficiently evolved on this issue since the end of the first phase of intervention of UNICEF in 
Albania.91 Without these Units, the minimum basket of social care services (Building block 
4) is not delivered systematically: this key building block so far exists only in potential 
within the normative policy framework – not in the operational reality. 

Documentary evidence and consultation with all international CSOs, Ministry officials, UNICEF 
consultants and officers, and Leave No One Behind representatives suggest that only Tirana 
Municipality has one fully fledged Unit, and an additional one in the making. Other municipalities rely 
on pre-existing staff in their Social Protection Departments. They seldom hire extra human resources: 
in this case, these hires are rarely connected to the intervention of UNICEF in Albania, but rather 
retain the staff of service provision centres kick-started by international donors, as envisaged for 
handover to the Municipalities as a part of the related contracts. At the same time, the retention of 
such services could be connected to the existence of UNICEF-supported approved municipal social 
plans: in our municipal case studies, Durres and Malesia e Madhe have community services (some 
originated in CSO support, others not), while Permet, our control municipality, has none. 

Municipal case studies generally demonstrate the gap between the legal staffing obligations 
and the current situation. One focus group member explained: “What [municipalities] do is 
just assign the extra job [intended for Needs Assessment and Referral Units] to an existing staff 
member who has already too much to do. So this staff essentially does cash transfer, which is 
their first responsibility and which is visible in the figures – and not social care services.” According 
to Leave No One Behind representatives, 20 municipalities do not have any service facilities 
beyond the staff of the Social Protection Departments (if any). 

Quote (a focus group participant):

“The current Law on Social care services is a complete shift from the past. It talks of something beautiful which is the Needs 
Assessment and Referral Units (the famous NARUS). But it needs funding to happen, and it is not happening. NARUs are not being 
built. It is a struggle in all municipalities, and it is taking forever. (…) The implementation process requires a lot more attention from 
UNICEF, more advocacy, a lot more pressure, monitoring, and more capacities at local level.”

All evidence concurs to demonstrate that a key external assumption of the results level of the 
theory of change, the existence and channelling of sufficient funding for the SCS system, was 
not realized, because the corresponding building block of the system is not complete, and there 
is no agreement on how to settle the issue. Many interviewees called for UNICEF in Albania to 
take up advocacy more strongly on the financial mechanisms, in order to correct this situation.

90. European Commission Final Commission, “Staff Working Document Albania 2019 Report Accompanying the document Communication 
from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the 
Regions 2019 Communication on EU Enlargement Policy”, SWD(2019) 215 {COM(2019) 260 final}, European Union, Brussels, 29/5/2019.

91. UNICEF, ESA Consulting, “Programme Progress/Final Report”, UNICEF, Tirana, 2016.
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4.3 EFFICIENCY

Evaluation Question No. 6:
To what extent has UNICEF optimized its assets and comparative advantages?

Key findings:

Finding 14:
UNICEF in Albania has made an intensive use of its unique internal resources and of assets put at its disposal, but could have 
optimized its advocacy potential to help speed up the development of the normative policy framework at regulatory level. 

Finding 15:
In the absence of a robust theory of change and corresponding systematic monitoring, UNICEF in Albania has not been well equipped 
to steer its intervention and the use of its inputs in a pro-active and documented fashion.

Finding 16:
UNICEF in Albania mobilized excellent expertise, but has not given experts clear guidance or monitored the focus on the principles they 
were meant to champion.

Finding 14:
UNICEF in Albania has made an intensive use of its unique internal resources and of assets 
put at its disposal, but could have optimized its advocacy potential to help speed up the 
development of the normative policy framework at regulatory level.

Triangulated evidence basis

Thematic case studies
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with policy makers, consultants, CSO representatives, academia
Interviews and written consultation with UNICEF and donors, other UN Agencies and international organisations
Survey
Theory of change reconstruction workshop

The first phase of UNICEF intervention mobilised an estimated 1,850 million USD for social 
care services (1,6 million USD donated by the Swiss Development Agency, and 250 000 from 
UNICEF budget), in addition to UNICEF core organisational costs (human and financial resources 
in the leadership and support functions) according to the Terms of Reference of this evaluation. 
Project reports corroborate this information. The second phase, through the Leave No One Behind 
programme, mobilised an estimated 700 000 USD from the programme budget, also financed with 
support from the Swiss Development Agency, to which the running costs of UNICEF and UNDP 
(as the project manager agency) should be added. Overall, the intervention has therefore mobilised 
2,550 million USD over eight years (not including 2020), a rather modest funding considering 
the results envisaged by the theory of change, and realised to date. With this budget, the policy 
normative framework on SCS is nearing completion at the policy and legislative levels, and is in a 
relatively advanced transitional phase at the regulatory level (although it requires fine tuning and 
elaboration at regulatory level, and essential clarification of the financial responsibilities), and the 
tools and methodologies introduced by the new policy normative framework have been piloted (if 
not budgeted) in 14 municipalities. It should also be noted that the Leave No one Behind programme 
has not yet been completed, which leaves scope for further realisations with the said budget.

The implementation of the intervention was deemed slow by most interviewees, but rather 
because of political and procedural challenges within the country (changes of government, 
length of adoption or approval of policy, legislative or regulatory documents, or moments of 
stagnation in the reforms in general). While this context is not the responsibility of UNICEF in 
Albania, the combination of inputs (advocacy, advice, expertise, research, piloting, and funding) 
could have sometimes been used more strongly, particularly during the second programme. 
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Thematic case studies show that, while UNICEF in Albania invested all these inputs towards 
the production of the national Social Protection Strategy and the Law on Social Care Services, 
when it comes to the bylaw on the basket of services, it invested more research, expertise and 
advice, but its advocacy role became more distant. Interviewees from several viewpoints (policy 
makers, academia, practitioners, CSO representatives, and UNICEF consultants) concurred to 
consider that some bottlenecks could have been overcome with a more advocacy-heavy blend of 
inputs. This view is further supported by survey results: 43% of the survey respondents consider 
that UNICEF in Albania, through its intervention, has caused decision makers to accelerate the 
development of the system (the second highest value of the intervention, after expertise). This 
potential could have been used more consistently throughout the life of the intervention. 

The iterative approach of UNICEF in Albania, who developed its strategy along the way through 
a sequenced progression, hand-in-hand with the Government, may have compounded the 
trend, but did not cause it, as one policy maker put it: “The process was a little long, and it felt 
like learning by doing: discovering on the way what is suitable. Perhaps the objectives were clear, 
but the way to do it was adjusted along the way, which lengthens the process.” However, this 
step-by-step approach to defining a strategy was also the guarantee of ownership and reduced 
a critical risk: without it, the entire enterprise might have accelerated, but then collapsed. 

In order to reach this level of efficiency on such an ambitious and novel program for UNICEF, 
the UNICEF Office in Albania has made use of enabling factors with a lot of agility. This is in line 
with the input level of the theory of change, which built on tactical sequencing, identification of 
entry points, and use of opportunities. As highlighted by UNICEF staff, and directly observed 
by the evaluation team, the small office structure enabled easier horizontal coordination and 
cooperation, reduced bureaucracy, and also meant that the senior management (successive 
Deputy Representatives and Resident Representatives) could earmark time to provide a lot of 
direct, substantive input into the intervention from the inception phase and on a need basis, 
beyond their management functions. The fluid relationship with, and strong commitment of the 
Swiss Development Agency, as a donor and partner, further allowed the required flexibility to 
rapidly adjust activities to external changes (e.g. elections, adoption of new legislation having an 
impact on the social protection sector…).

The evaluation team therefore considers that UNICEF in Albania has made reasonable choices 
as to the choice of its inputs and the sequencing of its intervention, but stronger advocacy might 
have helped in better optimizing the time necessary to achieve results. 

Finding 15:
In the absence of a robust theory of change and corresponding systematic monitoring, 
UNICEF in Albania has not been well equipped to steer its intervention and the use of its 
inputs in a pro-active and documented fashion.

Triangulated evidence basis

Thematic case studies
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with policy makers, consultants, CSO representatives, academia
Interviews and written consultation with UNICEF and donors, other UN Agencies and international organisations
Theory of change reconstruction workshop

As explained under the Relevance chapter, the intervention did not have, originally, an explicit 
theory of change. The approach was developed gradually. The progressive elaboration of the 
approach followed by UNICEF in Albania enabled the intervention to incorporate the needs 
on the ground and the priorities of the Government, which made it all the more relevant. As 
the intervention became more elaborate, however, it should have been possible to clarify, in a 
synthetic and explicit way:
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 ♦ The expected results of the intervention (the system overall, its building blocks in particular, 
and the manner in which UNICEF principles could be integrated in the building blocks);

 ♦ The blend of inputs (intervention techniques such as advocacy, advice, expertise, research, 
piloting and funding of activities) as applied to each building block; 

 ♦ The assumptions for the system to yield the desired impact and contribute to the desired 
purpose, and how to act upon them.

In short, despite efforts at articulating how it envisioned the SCS system overall (witnessed by 
the documents reviewed, such as the action plan with the Ministry, and various internal briefings 
and notes), UNICEF in Albania never managed to articulate its own intervention as a full-
fledged theory of change. The transformation from an initial project approach, into a story 
of contribution, never took place. In the documents available, the assumptions, in particular, 
were not clearly explained, and not clearly linked to the logic of the contribution, or to the 
inputs warranted to work on the assumptions. A lot of the strategic thinking and of the steering 
happened reactively, and partly undocumented (or documented post factum). It was never 
encapsulated into a single reference document, until the present evaluation was launched.

Without a theory of change, the monitoring of the intervention was often limited to project 
monitoring, in line with reporting obligations – when the complexity and novelty of the intervention 
warranted more strategic monitoring, in particular systematic monitoring of internal and external 
assumptions, commonly referred to as “intervention environment monitoring”. While annual work 
plans, mid-year and annual reports keep track of results in an aggregated manner, UNICEF in Albania 
did not systematically monitor (and report) external and internal assumptions, or, internally, its core 
staff activities towards the realization of the theory of change. The evaluation team could find internal 
briefing papers and a few self-preparation notes for important meetings, in addition to the project 
reports to the donor, but no notes for the file on key meetings, and especially no internal document 
taking stock of the efforts invested, the observed changes, successes, challenges and lessons 
learned. This does not make it easy for the organization to keep track of the realisation of internal 
and external assumptions, and to adapt its blend of inputs, particularly the strength and level of its 
advocacy. It makes it more difficult to acknowledge achievements, and tends to under-recognize 
the performance of UNICEF staff, as compared to that of consultants, which is better recorded 
because of contractual obligations. In a context where this Office was pioneering a topic and an 
approach, it would have been useful to record these aspects. 

The evaluation team was not able to access any comprehensive, longitudinal data sets monitoring 
the evolution of the situation in the municipalities targeted by the programmes, following the 
initial assessments. This situation could be in part attributed to the ongoing management 
reforms which UNICEF has gone through at the time of this intervention. One UNICEF staff 
member described this context: “Over the past 3-4 years, UNICEF business processes have 
changed drastically. We have therefore done a lot of computerization of processes, as well as 
creating communities of practices, clouds, platforms, databases – as repository of data. How 
risk assessment is done, how things are documented. This cooperation project happened 
precisely during that transition: so in terms of how the team was organized, it would be an easier 
environment in UNICEF as it is now.” 

This state of affairs did not help UNICEF in Albania make and justify pro-active, informed 
decisions. Equipped with a strong, explicit theory of change for its entire intervention, it may 
have been in a better position to steer the intervention. For instance, it may have been in a better 
position to monitor, and possibly anticipate bottlenecks regarding the state of negotiations on the 
regulatory framework of the various building blocks, such as the financial mechanisms to fund 
social care services (building block 5 and assumption on funding for social care services), the 
standards for the basket of social care services (building block 4 and assumption mainstreaming 
of all UNICEF principles into this building block), or the unsolved issue of the placement of 
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the inspectorate (assumption on mainstreaming, specifically, the accountability principle), which 
exemplify instances where the blend of inputs could have been more advocacy-heavy.

In the area of children rights, where results and broader changes are so long-term, indirect and 
hard to attribute, keeping track of contributions to changes needs to be an integral part 
of reporting, within results-based management efforts. This is particularly true of pioneering 
initiatives such as this one. The lack of a strong theory of change, and corresponding systematic 
monitoring, also made it difficult for UNICEF in Albania to solicit and receive tailored guidance 
from the rest of the organisation. UNICEF as an organization could have better supported 
its field staff, had it been involved through systematic monitoring of the intervention, its 
inputs/techniques, the achievements they yielded, and the environment/assumptions of the 
intervention. During the intervention, UNICEF in Albania did not receive strategic guidance on how 
to approach a systems-based intervention on, essentially building an SCS system around building 
blocks and following key principles, or on good practices and lessons learned from other UNICEF 
country teams. There was no evidence of coordinated monitoring of SCS efforts in the countries of 
the region, although this could have equipped UNICEF in Albania with much needed benchmarks and 
knowledge. Such practices could in turn have contributed to learning, organization-wide, and to the 
development of useful guidance materials for the teams in the field, and for their consultants. 

The theory of change of this intervention assumed that child protection and social care services 
would work, in Albania, with strong ties and in complementarity. To support this, the contribution 
to the normative policy framework on SCS needed not only to be coordinated with the 
child protection programmes within UNICEF in Albania – it required joint programming, 
common monitoring, and at times joint advocacy. Interviews and document review show 
that, while there has been a lot of communication, information sharing and some coordination, 
the programming, monitoring and use of intervention techniques such as joint advocacy, has not 
been the rule. The evaluation team has also observed (and interviewees from within and outside 
UNICEF office have offered the same perception, unsolicited) that UNICEF staff in this Office 
has very strong personal commitment to UNICEF values and mandate. The investment in time, 
efforts and personal exposure is remarkable: it compares, in the evaluation team’s experience, 
with what can usually be observed in other human rights-based organisations (such as UNHCR, 
OHCHR, Council of Europe), and in this case it is compounded by deep emotional commitment 
– which is more unusual. In a small office and a small country, where individuals professionally 
engaged in the same values form a small community, these trends need to be acknowledged 
and managed in order to right-size expectations and protect individual staff and the team. 

With these factors in mind, the staff requires a strong, enabling leadership, also indispensable 
for the joint programming of complementary interventions. It is not within the scope of this 
evaluation to determine to what extent this has been the case, but this evaluation has shed light 
on these trends, which could be a lesson learned for this and other offices. 

Finding 16:
UNICEF in Albania mobilized excellent expertise, but has not given experts clear guidance or 
monitored the focus on the principles they were meant to champion.

Triangulated evidence basis

Thematic case studies
UN and UNICEF guidance notes, strategic documents
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with UNICEF in Albania
Interviews with policy makers, consultants, CSO representatives, academia
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Direct observation of events and business processes
Benchmarking with other international organisations (existing corpus of evaluations)
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The key resource invested in the intervention was the unique combination of specialised 
expertise, lending legitimacy to advocacy, based on a child rights mandate, which UNICEF in 
Albania possesses. In this respect, the inputs envisaged by the theory of change were fully 
coherent, and closely match UNICEF comparative advantage. UNICEF in Albania has mobilised 
a lot of expertise, and channelled it into multiple products to inform and advocate for the 
establishment of social care services, in accordance with key principles. This expertise was 
first found, and further developed, in house. UNICEF in Albania country strategy documents 
clearly outline that the national staff is a cornerstone of this capacity,92 complementing the 
multi-country experience and seniority of the international staff. The national officials are closely 
familiar with the political, legal, administrative situation; they are subject to limited turnover and 
therefore have time to both develop tailored knowledge and experience, and apply it in the same 
country. In this intervention, the complementarity between international and national staff was 
put to good use, especially through the gradual development of the strategic approach, and 
the identification of key principles. Interviews with former and current staff also show how this 
complementarity has contributed to the continuity of the action.

UNICEF in Albania also mobilised ample external expertise within Albania and internationally – 
both worldwide and in the Western Balkans specifically. This combination of several types of 
expertise (national, regional, worldwide) has come across very well with the policy makers, who 
appreciated the ability to benchmark their reforms with a neighbouring country (thanks to the 
recruitment of an expert from Serbia), and with EU Member States or other countries (with the 
recruitment of experts from various EU and non-EU countries). Documentary evidence, including 
the draft policy normative framework documents, internal briefing notes, draft publications, and 
internal reports, prepared by the experts demonstrate a strong commitment, and connivance 
with UNICEF values and objectives – which in turn increases value for money. Our survey data 
shows that expertise is considered as by first added value of the intervention for social care 
services: 47% of survey respondents consider expertise the top added value of the contribution 
provided by UNICEF in Albania. Semantic analysis of interviews show that national counterparts 
are particularly articulate when describing the technical and expertise-based contribution of 
UNICEF in Albania, which demonstrates how remarkable it was for them.

Within Albania, expertise was mobilized in a broad range of sectors: among the academia and 
researchers, in the CSO community, within the civil service, and in the private sector. Virtually 
every high-level specialist in SCS in Albania has been involved, in one capacity or another (and often 
in several) in the intervention. According to interviewees, the capacity to quickly and intensively 
mobilise consultants, in particular national consultants, and to demand a lot from them because they 
were managed as partners, also contributed to rapid adjustments and profound commitments. 

The evaluation team was, however, concerned by the delineation of roles between UNICEF staff 
and national consultants. The level of delegation to consultants is high: as expressed in UNICEF in 
Albania country programme management plan 2012-2017, UNICEF staff is the “gatekeeper”93 of the 
quality of outputs, but a lot is delegated to national partners including service providers. Interviews 
and focus groups with policy makers, CSO representatives, academia and consultants reveal that 
consultants were at times interchangeably used (or at least perceived) as experts, researchers and 
implementers in piloting some tools (their natural role), but also advocates and advisers towards 
policy makers on behalf of UNICEF in Albania (which should rather be the role of UNICEF staff, who 
hold a different, mandate-based legitimacy). In a small and politically polarized country, where 
many consultants have in the past served as civil servants or in political positions, and are known 
as such by most counterparts, this could lead to misperceptions, or expose UNICEF in Albania to 
certain risks in terms of reputation (e.g. being associated with an opinion which could be perceived 
as partisan). 

92. UNICEF, “Country Programme Management Document 2012-2016”, United Nations Children’s Fund, Tirana, 2012, p. 6.

93. United Nations Children’s Fund, “UNICEF Albania Country Programme Management Plan 2012 – 2016”, UNICEF, Tirana, 2012, p. 6.
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There are also certain gaps in the monitoring of how the consultants followed the theory of 
change (or, at the time, the programmatic approach) and key principles on the field. While the 
evaluation team could find abundant documentary evidence of the consultants’ outputs, there 
was very little evidence of the guidance given to consultants in terms of UNICEF principles and 
quality standards, and of the feedback and fine-tuning of consultants’ documents presented 
to the Government (such as draft legal or regulatory acts). This issue is compounded by the 
absence of a UNICEF-wide strategy on social care services – and, at the time of implementation 
of the action, on social protection, thus limiting the guidance material available for consultants. 
The team was not provided by strong evidence of the monitoring of consultants’ performance 
against these principles and quality standards. 

Interviews with consultants and UNICEF staff shows that, while these quality assurance 
practices are in reality performed by UNICEF staff, they are seldom recorded – and, at times 
the level of trust with consultants and the level of individual commitment of consultants being 
very high, scrutiny decreases. In principle, there is nothing wrong with this approach towards 
service providers. However, interviews revealed that different UNICEF consultants had different 
views regarding the crucial issue of financing of social care services – and they reported having 
communicated these diverging views to Government officials during the intervention, which 
could have blurred the message of UNICEF in Albania.

Evaluation Question No. 7:
To what extent has UNICEF harnessed synergies with other actors, in particular with the GoA’s 
vision, as well other international actors and civil society initiatives?

Key findings:

Finding 17:
Thanks to a partnership-based and inclusive approach, the contribution of UNICEF was at least complementary, and often synergetic 
with the vision and strategies of the Government, civil society actors and other international stakeholders.

Finding 18:
In the context of partnership management, the prudent approach to advocacy adopted by UNICEF did not help overcome the important 
bottleneck of funding for social care services.

Finding 17:
Thanks to a partnership-based and inclusive approach, the contribution of UNICEF was at least 
complementary, and often synergetic with the vision and strategies of the Government, civil 
society actors and other international stakeholders.

Triangulated evidence basis

Laws, regulatory and policy documents of Albania
Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Focus groups with social workers and academia
Thematic case studies
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with UNICEF and donors, other UN Agencies and international organisations
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Consultation with Reference Group
Direct observation of events and business processes

A UN employee:

“The policy debate was very inclusive: CSOs, academia, practitioners, Ministries… The GoA had no problem with that but lacked 
capacity to make the debate inclusive. It is the UN agencies, including UNICEF, through the mobilisation of expertise by the projects, 
who made it possible to include all these actors.”

UNICEF support to social care services was complementary to the initiatives of other international 
stakeholders. For instance, the World Bank had supported, before 2012, the system of cash 
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assistance, which is another major element of social protection, alongside social care services, 
as presented in the Terms of Reference of this evaluation. As a Ministry official put it: “Cash 
assistance is provided to families only for five years: the exit strategy for beneficiaries rests entirely 
on social care services, and the basket of services – in particular employment services.”

There is also good complementarity among the respective mandates and assets of UN agencies. 
The Leave No One Behind programme is a testimony to that: the evaluation team examined all 
documents elaborated jointly by UNDP and UNICEF in Albania for the programme (including the 
various iterations of, and comments to, each donor report by both agencies; common strategy 
papers, and exchange of emails on important meetings): the chronology and content show that, 
despite the differences between the agencies, dialogue takes place at a strategic level, and agencies 
make with each other’s strengths and shortcomings. A UN staff member described: “If agencies are 
sometimes grumpy with each other, it is because their focus is very different: UNICEF in Albania is 
seen to focus on legislation and policy, with limited action on local bottlenecks in the situation of final 
beneficiaries on the ground. UNICEF in Albania sees UNDP as chasing the money to work on service 
delivery directly without sustainability. The joint approach in Leave No One Behind accommodates both 
of them. They complement each other.” A donor agency representative said: “Leave No One Behind 
is a capitalization of experience of the SCS system project, and other projects with various actors.”

The strongest synergy of UNICEF in Albania is with the Government itself and with other 
national stakeholders such as CSOs, which is coherent with the entire theory of change of the 
intervention. For instance, CSOs have entirely used the methodology piloted by UNICEF in Albania to 
support social maps and social plans in municipalities not covered by UNICEF in Albania, where these 
CSOs built upon their earlier record of direct service delivery. The handover of CSO-run community 
social service centres to Municipalities happened at the same time as the preparation of municipal 
social plans, which facilitated the budgeting of at least part of these municipal social plans. 

This synergy has very tangible efficiency results. Given the size of the country, the community 
of SCS stakeholders is small. The partnership and proximity with key actors – within the 
Government, with some municipal officials, with national researchers and consultants – has 
enabled agile partnerships, limited bureaucracy and avoidance of red tape. Compared to the 
situation in larger countries, with heavier government and UN structures, meetings and events 
have been organised quickly and easily. Direct observation during the evaluation period demonstrated 
that unofficial communication between UNICEF staff, in particular the national staff, and counterparts, 
is smooth and quick. The entire intervention has utilised these assets to work closely with national 
counterparts and build an alliance for social care services as a driver of change and a vehicle for 
advocacy, which is in line with UNICEF in Albania strategy,94 and very appreciated by the counterparts. 
This trend was paralleled and reinforced by the growing empowerment of the Government to manage 
external assistance through equal partnerships. The Agreement between the Ministry and 
UNICEF in Albania is a testimony to this positive trend.95 

The approach of UNICEF in Albania at input level (working through partnership with the 
Government, synching with other reforms, and facilitating dialogue throughout the progression 
of the intervention), was therefore coherent with the necessities of the environment of the 
intervention. 

Finding 18:
In the context of partnership management, the prudent approach to advocacy adopted by 
UNICEF did not help overcome the important bottleneck of funding for social care services.

94. United Nations Children’s Fund, “UNICEF Country Office in Albania Programme Strategy Note 2017 – 2021”, UNICEF, Tirana, 2017, p. 32.

95. UNICEF and Ministry of Social Welfare and Youth of Albania, “Cooperation Agreement Between Ministry Of Social Welfare And Youth 
And United Nations Children’s Fund”, Tirana, 30 July 2014.
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Triangulated evidence basis

Laws, regulatory and policy documents of Albania
Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Focus groups with social workers and academia
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with UNICEF and donors, other UN Agencies and international organisations
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Consultation with Reference Group
Direct observation of events and business processes

These partnership management practices have delivered results, but they have sometimes, 
according to interviewees, clashed with the agenda and theory of change of UNICEF in Albania 
on social care services: maintaining a partnership-based policy dialogue 96 can at times be hard 
to combine with strong, principle-based and rights-based advocacy and being “a strong voice for 
children”.97 UNICEF in Albania partnership management with the host government has strongly 
contributed to keeping social care services and children rights on the agenda for so long – 
but when the critical question of the financial responsibilities for implementing the basket of 
services and municipal plans is asked, UNICEF in Albania has not taken a strong, explicit stance. 
It has continued to provide expertise and research (often through consultants), but has not made 
sustained use of its role of advocate and advisor, as a partner organisation with a clear mandate 
and fundamental principles.

In practice, document analysis shows the question of funding the SCS system has been debated 
since the start of the intervention, and especially during the preparations for the Social Protection 
Strategy and the Law on Social Care Services. A sensitive issue which could have compromised 
support for the very concept of an SCS system, the funding mechanisms and responsibilities 
were in effect postponed by the stakeholders to be solved at a later stage, when preparing the 
regulatory framework. The evaluation team could find no trace of UNICEF in Albania arguing 
otherwise. Likewise, the DCM on social funds does not solve the issue, which is now pending 
a ministerial instruction, eight years after the reform started. UNICEF in Albania has therefore 
not managed to overcome the most crucial barriers to the establishment of a functioning SCS 
system, because it prioritized its approach (close partnership with the Government) over the 
blend of intervention techniques (advocacy, advice, expertise, etc) necessary to address a key 
unfulfilled assumption of its theory of change (the funding of the system). 

The majority our interviewees at policy making level, from all sides (Government, civil society, 
international stakeholders) wish UNICEF in Albania had pushed the issue, and taken a clear 
stance for a specific option. 

A long-standing policy maker: 

“Cooperation with UNICEF was smooth - that was never a problem. But UNICEF withdrew just when the negotiations became 
important and tense: on financing mechanisms. An honest broker role, or at least a strong advocacy role, was needed until the end.”

With this “cascade postponement” of critical decisions, which UNICEF in Albania is viewed 
as having condoned because it invested more expertise than advocacy, the uncertainty on the 
financial mechanisms crystallizes the stakeholders’ position into a defensive mode, and the 
negotiations are as sensitive as ever. In parallel, the SCS system has already accumulated a 
record of non-implementation, which could become unpopular. Against this background, UNICEF 
in Albania needs to make a conscious, informed decision about the role it intends to play in the 
closure stage of the elaboration of the SCS system: an expert at the service of the vision of its 
key counterpart the Ministry, an honest broker, or the advocate of specific solutions. 

96  UNICEF, Tirana, 2017, Ibid, p. 17.

97  UNICEF, Tirana, 2017, Ibid, p. 21.
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4.4 IMPACT

Evaluation Question No. 8:
What are the broader changes resulting from UNICEF’s contribution?

Key findings:

Finding 19:
The contribution of UNICEF in Albania to the country’s policy normative framework on social care services has fostered growing 
demand for social care services.

Finding 20:
The transitional implementation of the policy normative framework on social care services creates the risk of negative effects on child 
protection, as long as the assumption of public funding for social care services is not fulfilled, and child protection and social care 
services are not strongly integrated.

Finding 21:
The social care services policy normative framework as promoted by UNICEF in Albania could benefit from stronger interlinks with 
other ongoing areas of government action in favour of social protection or other economic and social rights.

Finding 19:
The contribution of UNICEF in Albania to the country’s policy normative framework on social 
care services has fostered growing demand for social care services.

Triangulated evidence basis

Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Interviews with users/beneficiaries of social care services
Focus groups with social workers and academia
Thematic case studies
Municipal case studies
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Consultation with Reference Group
Survey results

Through eight years of debate and preparation of the policy normative framework on social care 
services, facilitated and supported by UNICEF in Albania, a network of like-minded professionals 
has started to emerge. Our survey respondents overwhelmingly agree on the core function 
of social care services – one that has been advocated by UNICEF: 91% of them think “social 
inclusion” among the five top-objectives of this reform; 70% think of targeting the most vulnerable; 
61% think of reaching children directly. The views on what social services ought to be, their mission, 
and how they contribute to the realisation of their rights by the citizens, have therefore gradually 
approximated around the UNICEF in Albania. In a small country, individuals committed to social care 
services now know each other well. They are well networked, and this network keeps expanding. 
The variety of interviewees solicited for this evaluation, and the assistance they have provided to the 
evaluation team in reaching out to other interviewees, illustrate this phenomenon.

Within this community, despite difficult negotiations, a common fundamental vision of social 
care services has emerged. It is rights-based, puts priority on children and families, professes 
equity and social inclusion, and understands that vulnerabilities can be transitory in one’s life 
cycle. Most interviewees attribute it in, at least in part, to UNICEF: a CSO representative said: 
“UNICEF was always a step ahead of the government. The thinking has evolved a lot. We are 
talking of a minimum basket of services which should be available at local level: these services 
are not there yet, but there is a general understanding that they should be. We have come a long 
way. Government is wilfully moving towards integrated cash and care, and social integration as 
the vocation of social protection.” Some precedents, which start to happen at the local level, 
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demonstrate that being poor no longer equates being incapable of integrating in society or 
bringing up one’s children, and that special needs need not result in social exclusion – with 
adequate services which empower the rights holders, such situations can be transitory. In short, 
where disagreements persist, they are about who is responsible to deliver and to finance 
social care services – not about whether these services should be provided, and what for.

In parallel, thanks to the services already piloted by CSOs as well as by the Leave No One Behind 
programme, and following the local consultations conducted, albeit not systematically, for the 
preparation of the municipal social maps and municipal social plans, a demand for rights-based, 
equitable, inclusive is emerging at the grass roots level. A progressively growing minority of citizens 
express this demand towards their Municipality. This was perceptible through interviews with rights 
holders, although expressed in very careful terms, and particularly among interviewed parents of 
children with disabilities, or unemployed parents. In this sense, one of the key external assumptions 
of the theory of change at impact is partly fulfilled: there exists a demand for social care services, at 
least among actors who represent, or are responsible towards the groups of rights holders targeted 
by the intervention, as well as among some rights holders in the targeted groups.

However, the citizens’ level of information about their rights remains too low to drive the 
implementation of the framework and sizeable impact of the intervention supported by UNICEF 
in Albania, and there still lacks the sufficient public pressure to overcome the current stalemate on 
financing social care services. The next frontier of the intervention of UNICEF in Albania in support 
of the SCS system, and the deployment of its future, perfected, normative policy framework could 
be the citizens themselves, possibly through awareness raising. A focus group participant said: “The 
law shifts the standpoint of citizens: from begging the state to demanding a right. But it was not 
communicated to the citizens: citizens need to see it from tangible, everyday experiences. So the 
qualities of the law for citizens are moot if the law is not implemented.” A CSO representative 
concurred: “Citizens don’t articulate their needs and expectations, though they have needs. They ask 
for what is obvious. They also place priority on electricity, roads and water – they can’t picture what 
a social worker would do in a community centre, and it is also perceived as a bit of a luxury. If there 
was citizen pressure, there would be some municipal budget dedicated to social care services.”

Examples of varying perception by rights holders:

A rights holder/parent of a child with special needs receiving social care services: “Whatever we receive, we are grateful for. I do not 
want to complain, I am just thankful that they take my child here a couple of hours a week.”
A rights holder: “The logic is that, if it is run by the state, of course it is for free.”
A rights holder/parent of a child receiving social care services: “A lot of people can do things and contribute financially or otherwise. It 
would be better for them to contribute to this cause themselves, rather than just wait. If another building for a community centre was 
to be built, I would want to contribute work, I want to mobilize financial support in the community and I can do it – but I could not do 
it all alone. I didn’t know there was a social plan for our municipality: perhaps that is the framework for us to bring such contributions. 
Nobody notified us about this, but I will ask!”

Finding 20:
The transitional implementation of the policy normative framework on social care services 
creates the risk of negative effects on child protection, as long as the assumption of public 
funding for social care services is not fulfilled, and child protection and social care services are 
not strongly integrated. 

Triangulated evidence basis

Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Interviews with UNICEF staff, other UN agencies
Interviews with users/beneficiaries of social care services
Focus groups with social workers and academia
Municipal case studies
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Survey results
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Systems approach such as that adopted by this intervention considers the relationship between 
social care and allied services as critical to the achievement of improved outcomes for wellbeing, 
and thus distinguishes a systems approach from issue-based targeting.98 This approach is reflected 
as a key external assumption at the impact level of the theory of change: that the SCS 
system should be strongly linked, if not integrated, with child protection.

The principles surrounding child sensitiveness, such as equity, accessibility, social inclusion and 
life-cycle approach, are effectively, if imperfectly, conveyed in the policy normative framework 
of the SCS system. A policy maker said: “For the Law, it is very good that UNICEF was there, 
otherwise we wouldn’t have had such mainstreaming of child rights.” However, this does not 
automatically mean that the rights holders experience them yet in their interaction with social 
care service providers, or with their municipality. 

The data collection visit, and particularly the three municipal case studies, showed that in 
practice, most social services which do exist are directed towards children. At local level, 
investments in premises, staff or equipment tend to prioritize children and families with children. Our 
case studies illustrate this clearly: all social care service facilities identified by the evaluation team targeted 
children and youth (except one day home for the elderly). Budget analysis corroborates this observation.99 
Survey results concur: respondents were, over the past three years, more likely to have provided services 
to children (only 3% respondents had not done so) than to adults (27% had not done so).

This is in great part due to the fact that existing social care services mostly consist of community 
centres established by CSOs, and recently handed over to the municipalities who have an obligation 
to finance their running costs according to their contracts with these CSOs. Since a large proportion 
of these CSOs target children (or persons with disabilities, or specifically children with disabilities), 
the services they left to the municipalities also do. As a UNICEF employee put it “It is not so much 
that the municipal resources for social care services target children – it is that they target buildings and 
visible investments. And it happens that the buildings tend to be for the children, due to the focus of 
CSOs, which is also donor-led. But that is a heritage of the pre-social care services reform, not a result 
of the reform. The investment that should bring results for children, will materialize later.”

In parallel, with the increased attention on children in vulnerable situation resulting from both 
the SCS reform and the child protection reform, both supported by UNICEF in Albania, more 
vulnerable children are identified. However, the institutional setup necessary to provide social 
services to their families, keep families together, and support their social integration (or to entrust 
the child to a foster parent or kin), is not yet in place. As a result, according to some interlocutors, 
the children are placed in institutions. This is particularly the case outside of Tirana – which has a 
much larger offer of social care services than any other municipality. A CSO representative said: 
“I actually see an increase in the number of institutionalized children, and no returns to biological 
families or placement with foster care families, because other social services like foster care, 
support to families and monitoring of the families are completely lacking, and social workers 
don’t look for foster care families. They wait for volunteers to come forward, which is very rare.” 
The Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, in her latest report on Albania, noted: 
“One of the major reasons for continued institutionalisation, identified by many interlocutors, is 
the lack of adequate support provided to poor families with children, in particular Roma, which 
contributes to the abandonment of children by their parents.”100

98. Joynes, C. and J. Mattingly, “A Systems Approach to Child Protection”, Institute of Development Studies, K4D Helpdesk Report, 
Brighton, United Kingdom, 2018.

99. Ministry of Health and Social Protection of Albania, United Nations, UNICEF, ESA Consulting, “Analiza e Buxhetit Social Bashkia Durres”, 
Tirana, March 2019, p. 17.

100. Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, “Report By Dunja Mijatović, Commissioner For Human Rights Of The Council Of 
Europe Following Her Visit To Albania From 21 To 25 May 2018”, Council of Europe, Strasbourg, 2018, p. 9.
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There is even a recurrent concern, expressed by civil society and UN representatives, that the 
SCS system in its transitional form, because it is not fully implemented, might have a negative 
impact on child protection. To a point, there appears to be a problem of sequencing and 
connection of the child protection and social care services reforms – and possibly the 
programmes of UNICEF in Albania supporting them. At the local level, child protection units 
(often a single child protection officer) were established with UNICEF in Albania’s support before 
the adoption of the Law on Social Care services. Once this Law was adopted, also with the 
support of UNICEF in Albania, it placed an obligation on municipalities to established full NARUs. 
Municipalities, lacking (or not having dedicated) the budget for extra human resources, appointed 
existing staff as “Units”. Often, the only existing relevant staff was a child protection officer – who 
in turn received considerable extra tasks and responsibilities, with the commensurate workload. 
The risk is that this situation diverts child protection officers from their original mandate.

Example in Elbasan

The Municipality had a child protection unit. In 2018, the new needs assessment and referral unit, and the new one-stop shop for 
citizens were established, and run by the initial child protection officers who complained to UNICEF about this situation. They obtained 
a change in the new job description of one social worker from the Municipal Social Protection Department, who now dedicates 50% 
of his time to child protection – but no changes to the new responsibilities of the child protection officers. The two child protection 
officers are in charge of case management, referral, delivery of social care services. The municipality counts about 17 000 children.

In the long run, however, provided the NARUs are fully staffed, and municipal social plans fully 
funded, the integration of child protection officers within these units is expected to have a positive 
impact on children and their families, because the package of social care services will address 
the entire family, with a specific child protection aspect – as advocated by UNICEF in Albania. The 
problem is therefore not with the architecture, but with the rifts in the implementation schedule 
between the two reforms. As the representative of a large donor summarised: “UNICEF needs 
to calibrate its message and its action in a more holistic way, and avoid silos”. 

Therefore, the key external assumption of a strong linkage between child protection and the SCS 
system is not fulfilled yet, while the existence of two corresponding parallel UNICEF programmes 
could have provided avenues for UNICEF in Albania to work directly on this assumption.

Finding 21:
The social care services policy normative framework as promoted by UNICEF in Albania could 
benefit from stronger interlinks with other ongoing areas of government action in favour of 
social protection or other economic and social rights.

Triangulated evidence basis

Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with users/beneficiaries of social care services
Focus groups with social workers and academia
Thematic case studies
Municipal case studies
Theory of change reconstruction workshop
Consultation with Reference Group

The practitioners, UNICEF staff and CSO representative interviewed emphasized that the SCS 
system should also be closely connected to all aspects of social protection, empowerment of 
persons with disabilities, and child-oriented systems, such as child protection, health, education, 
employment services, and cash assistance. In certain cases, the systems cooperate fruitfully 
anyway, especially at the local level. A social worker provided a success story example: “Originally 
the schools said the children with disabilities should be removed from school and kept in our 
community centre indefinitely. When we asked them to integrate the kids, the school thought we 
were just trying to get rid of these children to make our job easier. But now there is no longer such 
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strong compartmentalization between school and community centre: we have better cooperation. 
Our idea for integration of children into school was to make sure there was some sustainable 
solution for kids in case the centre would close. And now we have both: the aid teachers at school 
and the centre funded by the municipality.”

However, thematic case studies do not show that these connections were as strongly or 
persistently advocated for, as UNICEF core principles. However, for the time being, inter-systems 
connections are fragile. UNICEF advocacy helps each system to be aware of the others – 
but it does not manage to foster active cooperation. For instance, despite the incorporation of 
social protection with health under a single ministry, interviewees often present the two as running 
separately. A Member of Parliament explained: “The change in the Government structure was 
devastating for this field: now the Ministry mixes Health and Social protection, but they don’t work 
together and the Social protection wing is just a few people. Without UNICEF in Albania pushing for 
Committee of Ministers decisions (by laws), the whole thing would be dead.” 

There are also sequencing problems with reforms which are connected and need to run 
concomitantly, which UNICEF did not anticipate although it is an active stakeholder in all of 
them. For instance, deinstitutionalisation, one of the defining actions of UNICEF in Albania, 
requires simultaneity with the implementation of social care services. With the delays incurred 
in the implementation of social care services at local level, deinstitutionalisation sometimes 
leaves rights holders behind. 

A representative of the State Social Service: 

“According to the new law on social assistance, which was piloted through a project in Tirana, part of the disability payment dedicated 
to caregiving by the family should be paid directly to the residential services. That was a request of the interest group, according to the 
deinstitutionalisation principle, because some persons were institutionalised, while their family was getting the disability payment. So 
from next year we have to reduce the amount of money transferred to the Municipality to cover the disability payments – and redirect 
this portion directly to the residential institutions. But the families need services in order to find ways to make for their loss of income, 
and these services are not actually provided to all, and not sufficiently – and as a result this will mean a retrogression in the realization 
of the rights of the rights holders.”

At municipal level, various national strategies and laws envisage the production of a multiplicity 
of municipal plans, some of which are promoted by UNICEF in Albania such as the social plans. 
This impacts the municipalities’ ability to produce quality strategic documents, implement and 
monitor them. In the future, this profusion may require trimming, and UNICEF in Albania could 
contribute by helping integrate municipal planning on social care services, on family and children, on 
education, and any other thematic area within its mandate, into a streamlined planning process. A 
CSO summarised: “Why one action plan per strategy? Better have a single plan for all social issues 
in the Municipality. This is a responsibility of the Municipality, but UNICEF and others have their 
responsibility too: Municipalities shouldn’t let random people come from Tirana and draft each one a 
plan for their own sector. All this should be integrated into broader municipal plans.” 

Finally, the harmonisation of the various legal acts which interact with the Law on Social Care 
Services will require fine-tuning. UNICEF expertise will be necessary to map these legal acts, and 
to support this “reform of the reform framework”. For instance, the Law on Public Procurement was 
repeatedly reported by the interviewees as not fitted to procure social care services with CSOs.

UNICEF in Albania has successfully invested a lot of efforts to help connect the establishment 
of social care services, with the local self-government reform. This had a major impact on all 
stakeholders including the beneficiaries, because it has brought social care services closer to 
them. But connection to wider aspects of social protection remains to be explored. While this 
does not constitute a key assumption of the theory of change, it is a signal that the intervention 
still requires follow on. There is also a risk that the lack of linkage between the various 
sectors of social protection may be detrimental to the target groups’ access to social care 
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services (a key internal assumption of the theory of change), as the various segments of 
social protection are in the best position to refer the rights holders to one another. 

Evaluation Question No. 9:
Can the contribution of UNICEF-supported policy normative framework to changes in boys, girls, women 
and men’s access to SCS as rights holders, be traced?

Key findings:

Finding 22:
At this stage there is only anecdotal evidence that the policy normative framework has had measurable impact on rights holders.

Finding 22:
At this stage there is only anecdotal evidence that the policy normative framework has had 
measurable impact on rights holders.
 
Triangulated evidence basis

Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
Interviews with users/beneficiaries of social care services
Interviews with UNICEF and other UN Agencies
Focus groups with social workers and academia
Municipal case studies
Survey results

The theory of change of UNICEF in Albania envisaged, as the impact of the intervention, that 
children and families would receive social care services. The implementation of the SCS system 
supported by UNICEF in Albania is in its infancy, and it is therefore too early to pass a definitive 
judgement on the realisation of this ambition in the long run.

For the time being, the social services delivered are slowly increasing, both in amount 
and in variety. Diverse types of barriers to social inclusion are being addressed, in keeping 
with the life-cycle approach promoted by UNICEF in Albania: the most likely recipient of social 
care services, according to our survey, are children and adults affected by poverty, disability, 
or violence. How much is attributable to the new policy normative framework supported by 
UNICEF in Albania, as opposed to the continuation of CSO and municipal initiatives, is virtually 
impossible to distinguish. Municipal case studies suggest that the support provided by UNICEF 
in Albania, by integrating CSO-supported initiative into municipal social plans, encourages their 
continuation. From the rights holders’ perspective, the main change is probably that they start 
to be included in the reflection about social protection, thanks to the social mapping and social 
planning foreseen by the law and piloted by UNICEF in Albania. This remains a minority: out of 
20 interviewed beneficiaries of SCS, only 10 (in Malesia e Madhe) had been approached by their 
social workers to inquire about their expectations, in preparation of the community centre’s 
contribution to the social plan consultations. 

In terms of the services they have access to, the situation is evolving slowly. Referral to/
interaction with other institutions (e.g. for cash assistance, placement in residential institutions/
foster families, or other benefits), together with material help (in-kind and cash assistance) are 
still the main activities performed by social protection professionals, before direct social 
care services to beneficiaries (such as counselling, psychological support, parenting advice, 
or day care), as evidenced by our survey results: since 2017, 57% of the respondents have 
provided beneficiaries with referral to other institutions, and 53% mention interventions with 
other institutions; 40% have provided in-kind assistance and 33% for cash assistance, and up 
to 67% mention arranging provision of meals. As for the direct services to the rights holders, 
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23% of the respondents declare having performed psychological counsel/support, 20% referral 
to professional training; advice to care givers (17%), parenting advice (13%) and day-care for 
a person with special needs (7%), come very far behind. Interviews with the beneficiaries 
show that the social workers who work on social care services seldom facilitate access to cash 
assistance, and vice versa. While the legal framework foresees the integration of the staff in 
charge of cash assistance entitlements assessment (social administrators) within the NARUs, in 
the absence of full-fledged such units throughout Albania, cash assistance continues to be the 
business of the State Social Services at regional level – which is completely detached from the 
municipal provision of social care services. The key internal assumption of integration of cash 
assistance with social care services, is, therefore not realised in practice, in contradiction 
with the normative policy framework.

The experience of rights holders differs a lot from one location to another, as observed and 
recorded during our field visits to case study municipalities: the level of access to social care 
services is therefore very uneven. This questions the reality, at impact level, of the equity 
principle. The lack of information and awareness of the rights holders compound the problems 
they face due to the incomplete harmonisation of the system. 

Tirana is probably the most advanced municipality in provision of social care services, and 
implementation of the policy normative framework – because its financial situation is more 
conducive, because the key staff in the Social Protection Department has been involved in designing 
the policy normative framework for social care services along with UNICEF in Albania, and because 
this municipality has been in the focus of UNICEF and other agencies’ activities from the start. 

Example from Tirana (reported by an interviewee from the Municipality): 

“The Social Protection Department of Tirana Municipality used to take action for vulnerable children, including placement in 
residential institutions, particularly Roma families, but also recently from other communities. The overall number of such intervention 
is decreasing, as the package of social care services is being deployed. However, most of the children who require such interventions 
came to Tirana with their families from other municipalities, among other reasons in hope of obtaining better social care services than 
in their municipality of origin. Nevertheless, since may remain registered in their previous residence, they have diminished their access 
to social care services beyond basic, urgent social care.”

The lack of information to citizens about their rights endangers access, and therefore the 
principle of equity, according to a social worker: “People are only informed by hearsay, which 
breeds false expectations or doubt or mistrust. NARUs should have brochures at least to inform 
citizens of what they are entitled to in terms of social services. Especially for those who don’t 
qualify for cash assistance. Citizens can’t orient unless they have personal connection in the 
municipality – that’s no equity.”

Where they are provided, social care services become swiftly met by high demand. A social 
worker in a community centre said: “I would like to bring more children, but they are in faraway 
areas and can’t access the centre. When they call us, I ask them to come here and we go together 
to the municipality to request extra services. If we have more requests, we will take them anyway 
regardless of the small space in our centre: it will put pressure on the municipality to adapt the 
space, make it bigger, and perhaps hire one more colleague.” All interviewed beneficiaries were 
highly appreciative of social care services where they existed, especially of their proximity.

A rights holder/parent of a child with special needs using the community centre:

“Before, my son was going to treatment in hospital [the closest city]. I had to make up a whole file to sign him up there: I spent 5500 
LEK to prepare all the documents by computer. If you don’t do it nobody cares. Here, it is much closer, they only wanted 1 paper from a 
doctor in [the closest city], and I didn’t have to pay for that.”
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4.5 SUSTAINABILITY

Evaluation Question No. 10:
How likely is it that UNICEF’s contribution to the policy normative framework of SCS in Albania will last in 
the long run?

Key findings:

Finding 23:
The social care service workforce is acting as a buffer with the rights holders, in a system which is perceived as ineffective during the 
current transitional period of the reform. This could in turn endanger the sustainability of this building block of social care services.

Finding 24:
In a context of renewed international interest for social protection, UNICEF in Albania has opportunities for a renewed, strong role in the 
final negotiations for the policy normative framework of social care services, and for their implementation in the rights holders’ lives.

Finding 23:
The social care service workforce is acting as a buffer with the rights holders, in a system 
which is perceived as ineffective during the current transitional period of the reform. This could 
in turn endanger the sustainability of this building block of social care services.

Triangulated evidence basis

Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with users/beneficiaries of social care services
Interviews with UNICEF and other UN Agencies
Focus groups with social workers and academia
Municipal case studies
Thematic case studies
Survey results

Social care services are currently going through a transitional period in which the policy normative 
framework was recently adopted, and only starts being deployed. This creates a tension between 
raising expectations and the immediate reality, which affects primarily the social workers, who 
are a cornerstone of the intervention of UNICEF in Albania.

The qualified workforce which has been built with the support of UNICEF in Albania, through 
the development of the curricula at the Faculty of Social Sciences, and through the programme of 
retraining, is at risk of gradually decreasing. Many young graduates are not hired into the SCS system, 
because there is no municipal or state budget dedicated yet to the creation of the positions of NARU 
social workers required by law. Our survey results show that about 51% of the current SCS workforce has 
graduated with one of these diplomas – but this figure falls to 37% at the municipal level, the opposite of 
what was expected. As a result, these young graduates seek jobs in other sectors in Albania, or abroad. 
Therefore, by the time the issue of funding for SCS human resources is solved, the pool of qualified 
professionals may be already too limited. This situation also depreciates social work diplomas 
nationally: it is not perceived as a job-yielding, sustainable education investment. 

This situation is compounded by the failure of the Government to complete the creation of an 
Order of Social workers envisaged and advocated for by UNICEF in Albania. While this situation 
has only marginal practical consequences, social workers see it as a lack of recognition which 
demotivates them. Focus group members shared: “In the process of drafting the law on the 
Order of social workers, UNICEF in Albania provided expertise, organized all the meetings, all the 
consultation process. It was really UNICEF’s project and it took two years with meetings, focus 
groups, discussions between all stakeholders. But the MOSPH changed some articles at the very 
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end in 2014, just before it was passed, although there was an agreement about the draft. Now 
the implementation of the law is at a standstill, because of a different understanding between the 
MOSPH and the Ministry of Education, Sports and Youth.” 

On the continuous (re-)training side, the contribution to the training modules, developed with 
CSOs and with the Faculty of Social Sciences, is now at a standstill, because (following the 
reform of local self-governance and of the State School of Administration), as civil servants, local 
officials are supposed to acquire continuous training with the State School of Administration. 
However, to date, this School has not taken over the modules developed. Focus group members 
and interviewees expressed deep concern that the great opportunities created by UNICEF 
in Albania for continuous training of theq workforce may be obliterated (especially the social 
workers in Municipal Social Protection department who did not graduate in social work, and who 
are therefore in acute need of training). This combination of limitations demotivates social 
workers. Municipal case studies show mostly committed professionals, but the majority of them 
is disillusioned about the reform. One shared: “Laws are OK, but they are not implemented. 
Working in social services, I feel powerless and I want to leave my country. Nothing is under 
my control. With such low budget I cannot cover the real needs. I spend from my salary to fix 
the toilet or the taps, or the internet.” Several expressed their hope to leave their job and their 
country – and their feelings of guilt and sadness to have come to that point. 

Focus group and interview participants in municipalities also expressed several times their 
concern for their own safety, as citizens’ raising expectations are disappointed in the absence of 
funding for sufficient social care services. The beneficiaries’ perception of social care services is 
that they are very limited, and remain “charity work”. One social worker interviewed shared: “We 
need physical protection. The people have expectations – and when we disappoint them, they think it is 
because we don’t want to help, and they become violent. They gradually develop a very bad perception of 
us as an institution”, while another said “Communicating with people is very difficult: I would prefer to have 
a shop window. I feel unprotected. We tell them to sit on the other side of the desk, and they sit 
right next to me. You can’t expect much civility from persons in this kind of situations.” 

These testimonies show that the “spirit” of social care services, otherwise said, key UNICEF 
principles have a long way to go work in real life, both among practitioners and in the 
population. They are also symptomatic of a critical transition phase, when initial successes have 
raised expectations, but implementation lags behind and creates disillusion. It should be noted 
that the programme, to date, has not monitored the perception of the rights holders towards social 
care services, and there is therefore no baseline to measure the evolution of this perception. Based 
on our municipal case studies (interviews with rights holders, elected officials, social protection 
practitioners, and review of the documents tracing the elaboration of municipal social plans, which 
depict the consultations within the municipalities), slowly raising demand cohabitates with a 
sceptical perception – a key external assumption at purpose level of the theory of change, that 
the perception of social care services would be positive, providing an incentive for the system 
to deliver, is not fulfilled. Meanwhile, the social workers absorb the frictions thus created.

A social worker: 

“The responsibilities for social cases (all cases receiving anything that is not cash assistance or disability payment) is on the 
municipality and should be covered by the State and the Municipal Budget, but in practice there is no money. So only disabled children 
receive any help (via the community centre mainly). Other rights holders, we deal with but without any funds: we take our private cars, 
go to houses, and sometimes we give them our own money. Otherwise we are breaking the law by not helping them. We are the buffer 
between rights holders, and a system which is dysfunctional because the financing mechanism is stalled.”

The normative policy framework of the SCS system, in particular its financial mechanism, 
therefore urgently need fine tuning and completion, lest the workforce which carries the system 
and embodies it towards rights holders, is at risk of depleting. 
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Finding No. 24:
In a context of renewed international interest for social protection, UNICEF in Albania has 
opportunities for a renewed, strong role in the final negotiations for the policy normative 
framework of social care services, and for their implementation in the rights holders’ lives

Triangulated evidence basis

Interviews with Government officials, CSO representatives, academia, social workers, local elected officials, UNICEF consultants
UNICEF project documents, presentations and publications within the intervention, internal strategic documents, briefings, notes
Interviews with UNICEF and other UN Agencies
Focus groups with social workers and academia
Municipal case studies
Thematic case studies
Survey results

In 2014, UNICEF in Albania deplored already, as a challenge and bottleneck, that there was 
“much debate on the financing of [social care] services, in terms of total investment and fiscal 
decentralization. These are political decisions.”101 Six years later, with negotiations at a standstill 
and stakeholders in crystallized defensive mode, this observation remains valid. But, as 
explained earlier, UNICEF in Albania is now less present in the debate as an advocate. An 
EU presentation for its next budget support cycle identifies a key weakness of the system as the 
“absence of long-term strategy to fund transition for a yet undefined social system integrating 
services at the local level”.102 The rhythm of publications, presentations, briefing and policy 
papers of UNICEF in Albania, examined among others through the three thematic case studies, 
has decreased over the past three years. Within Leave No One Behind, UNDP is partly filling 
what many of our interviewees perceive as a void. 

The EU, with its upcoming Sector Budget Support Programme for Social Inclusion, will inject 
a yet unprecedented amount of contributions into the system. The design of this programme 
mobilised some of UNICEF key former consultants, and is viewed by many as providing the system 
with breathing space, time and opportunities to create positive precedents. It should also ease 
the negotiations regarding the funding of the system, by lifting some of the urgency. However, a 
significant proportion of interviewees fear that it will also lift the responsibilities from the State and 
the municipalities alike, and dilute the influence of UNICEF in Albania as a child rights advocate 
within the broader reform. A key external assumption of the theory of change at purpose level 
is therefore fulfilled now: there is a push from the international community. But paradoxically, 
UNICEF in Albania tends to be less visible and vocal within it: this could become great loss of 
opportunity, both for UNICEF in Albania and for the SCS system in the country. 

Along with the system itself, the role of UNICEF in Albania is transitioning, and needs to adapt. 
This moment is perceptible for the national counterparts. A policy maker stated, unsolicited: “At the 
start UNICEF was the right team, if not the right organization. Then they had a difficult time, and they 
are trying to find themselves again.” Until and after the closure of Leave No One Behind, UNICEF in 
Albania will need to further build on complementarities and further strengthen the Deliver As One 
approach, particularly with UNDP, while asserting its role of being “the voice of children”. 

Meanwhile, the demand will plausibly continue to grow as the system is deployed following 
the legal obligations of the municipalities, and the commitment of the champions of social 
care services. The system therefore needs to swiftly get field-ready, in order to meet these 
expectations. This will involve not just funding, but also harmonization and stronger 
accountability mechanisms – both areas in which the advocacy and legitimacy of UNICEF 

101. UNICEF, “Albania’s Promise to Children: UNICEF’s Contribution to Government Reforms”, presentation, United Nations Children’s Fund, 
Tirana, April 2014, p. 34.

102. Joshua, L., Ymeri, S., Jorgoni, E., Reister, E., and EU Delegation Albania “Sector Budget Support on Social Inclusion in Albania (2019-
2022), Development Partners Meeting Presentation”, European Union, Tirana, 22 February 2019.
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in Albania, not just as an expert, but also as a compass, are much needed and expected. 
Negative experiences, unmet expectations, perception of lack of access, or of inequity, would 
breed disillusion and a potential backlash. It is therefore urgent for UNICEF in Albania to support 
the “meta-reform” (reform of the reform) of the policy normative framework SCS system: it 
requires, certainly not an overhaul, but fine-tuning, completion, and information to the citizens 
and the practitioners. 

Interviewees and focus group participants suggest that UNICEF in Albania (possibly through its 
partners) should implement or pilot some of the social care services, however this would be 
a major strategic shift, a resource-intensive approach, and could have a negative effect on the 
feeling of responsibility of the duty bearers. Instead, UNICEF in Albania may be better placed 
to closely monitor and assess, in partnership with the Government and civil society and in 
a systematic way, the actual delivery services in select municipalities, and clearly identify 
lessons learned, in order to inform the finalisation of the normative policy framework, and 
its own strategy and advocacy. This final step needs to be fully informed, in particular by the 
impact which the existing and emerging social care services have on the rights holders’ lives. 
The perception of the rights holders and of the practitioners, needs to be closely monitored, 
which is not done at the moment. The standards and principles applied, and the means (in 
terms of staff capacity, funding, infrastructure, flows of communication) need to be closely 
observed, another task which remains mostly undone at the moment, in the absence of a clear 
oversight mechanism (as explained under Finding 12, section on accountability mechanisms). 
The evaluation team found that there are fertile grounds, nationally, to build partnerships and 
capacity for sustainable monitoring of SCS, their standards and delivery, among:

 ♦ The change agents already empowered through the inclusive dialogue which UNICEF in 
Albania has facilitated (for instance within the State Social Services, the MOHSP);

 ♦ Members of Parliament, in the relevant Parliamentary Committee;
 ♦ National human rights institutions, who monitor economic and social rights as a part of their 

mandate;
 ♦ CSOs and the academia.

Building on these lessons learned would enable to propose amendments and additions to the 
policy normative framework, and to the methodological tools (such as the costing of municipal 
social plans) where required, and resume a robust advocacy and advisory role for UNICEF in 
Albania, in the discussions regarding the financing of SCS.
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5.1 CONCLUSIONS

Evaluation of the intervention of UNICEF in Albania found the theory of change to be internally 
coherent and relevant to the needs identified at the time, as well as to the evolving priorities of 
the country and its government. Gradually, mostly through the first phase of the intervention, 
UNICEF in Albania defined and integrated the key principles it intended to channel into the 
country’s social care services system and the building blocks of this system. These principles 
and building blocks respond to UNICEF strategic documents. UNICEF in Albania has designed 
a highly coherent and relevant intervention in terms of its mandate, principles, priorities and 
know-how. The advocated system and the principles of equity, life-cycle focus, accessibility, 
sustainability, accountability and efficiency promoted through the information are also relevant 
to the country’s international obligations, strategic priorities and European ambitions.

At the input level, UNICEF in Albania has contributed its advice, advocacy, expertise, research 
and funding efficiently to keep the SCS system on the agenda for a long period and empower 
champions of change through inclusive dialogue. As a result, the agency has contributed 
greatly to the design of the SCS system as a concept. This design was developed iteratively, 
in a sequence, through partnership with government, as expected by the theory of change. 
When launching this intervention and working on the concept of social care services, UNICEF 
in Albania has informed its own, and the government’s, decision making with data, research 
and analysis of the social needs and unfulfilled rights of children, families and communities, 
especially with regard to economic and social rights. On this basis, UNICEF has also relentlessly 
advocated to government the necessity to build an SCS system whose mission would be the 
social integration of all in need. UNICEF in Albania has further inspired the preparation of a 
policy normative framework with cutting-edge expertise, mobilised in-house, in the country’s 
civil society and private sector, as well as internationally. UNICEF has thus contributed to putting 
and maintaining this vision among the priorities of government, and to federate a community 
of champions of SCS through facilitation of an inclusive debate of informed professionals. This 
debate, by virtue of UNICEF’s facilitation, has also improved gender parity at the strategic level.
The contribution of UNICEF to the elaboration and deployment of the policy normative framework 
of social care services in Albania has followed a coherent approach, informed by research 
and excellent expertise. The committed support of SDC has been instrumental by enabling 
and contributing to the design of this approach. With relatively modest funding, UNICEF has 

CONCLUSIONS AND 
LESSONS LEARNED
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embarked on an ambitious intervention that it has managed with good value for money, agility 
and profound commitment from the Office. However, this approach was never encapsulated in 
a reconstructed theory of change, or monitored as such, until this evaluation.

At the intermediate result level, UNICEF in Albania contributed to the elaboration of a normative 
policy framework on a system of social care services as a concept. It has achieved close 
synergy with its partners, chiefly the ministry responsible for social protection, but also other 
international stakeholders, civil society actors, members of academia, other ministries and local 
social protection practitioners. This partnership has yielded encouraging results: Albania has 
adopted an architecture for its system of social care services that corresponds closely with 
UNICEF’s systems approach. The policy, legislative and regulatory documents that form part 
of this architecture use the principles and approaches advocated by UNICEF, and mainstream 
gender analysis as an integral part of the standard tools for needs assessment, mapping, 
planning and budgeting. UNICEF in Albania has, together with its Albanian partners, brought the 
social worker diploma up to international standards, and thus contributed to the emergence of 
a qualified workforce for SCS. These contributions are widely recognised among policy makers 
and, to some extent, practitioners of these services. With them, UNICEF has created some of 
the conditions necessary for a compliant, effective and efficient SCS system.

Overall, the five building blocks mainstream most of the UNICEF principles, at least within 
their normative framework, as an internal assumption. Also, because of the work of UNICEF 
in Albania, they now target children and their families, even though many municipalities are 
still to engage in meaningful, inclusive and gender-sensitive needs analysis, as well as plan 
and build capacities for social care services. This brings great added value to the intervention. 
Nevertheless, the regulations on all the building blocks still require fine-tuning and rolling out 
with the duty bearers. Municipalities that have not yet been supported by UNICEF in Albania or 
others to develop their social plan will require support in this area, which is so far not delivered 
by the central level or by the regional branches of the State Social Services. 

Moreover, at the immediate result level, two out of five key building blocks are still in the making. 
When confronted with an unfulfilled external assumption (lack of funding and recurrent absence 
of clear responsibilities for that absence), UNICEF in Albania did not sustain the optimal blend 
of advocacy and other techniques to overcome this barrier for the finalisation of two essential 
building blocks: funding, and deployment of the basket of social care services. Over the duration 
of the intervention, UNICEF in Albania has consistently provided expertise for all building blocks, 
piloting three important ones (tools and methods, training of the SCS workforce and some 
decision-making processes), but postponed its final advocacy push for the funding and effective 
deployment of the SCS basket.

Consequently, at the impact level, the framework is not yet implemented and UNICEF principles 
are not channelled into the reality of rights holders’ lives, with the internal assumption that the 
targeted groups would access economic and social rights yet to be realised. The impact level of 
the theory of change remains, therefore, work in progress. Several key external assumptions, 
including the funding of the system and the integration of child protection and social care 
services, are not satisfied at the impact level, and there are serious concerns regarding the 
sustainability of the SCS system. 

With the exception of Tirana Municipality, social care services are still in their infancy at the local 
level, and rights holders do not have effective access to sufficient, quality, harmonised, equitable 
services. The extra responsibilities placed on the municipalities, in the absence of commensurate 
funding from either the local or the central level, have in practice resulted in extra responsibilities 
for the pre-existing child protection professionals at the municipal level. There are persistent 
concerns that this situation, albeit transitory, may decrease the municipalities’ ability to deliver 
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child protection. This testifies to the gaps in the realisation of an external assumption regarding 
the links between child protection and SCS, an assumption that UNICEF in Albania could have 
worked on more proactively through joint programming of the supporting interventions for both 
services. Rights holders still need to be made aware of their rights to social care services. 
Finally, confronted with delays in implementation and acting as a buffer in this transitional period 
of the reform, the SCS workforce faces disillusionment.

The precise content, completion, harmonisation and implementation of this policy normative 
framework remain to be done and will require rejuvenated advocacy and advice from UNICEF 
in Albania. Some important aspects of the system, particularly quality and accountability 
mechanisms such as inspection, still require the adoption of regulatory acts, but also monitoring, 
which would greatly benefit from the expertise of UNICEF in Albania. Quality standards can be 
enhanced, and will require benchmarking, as well as impartial, expert assessments. 

Most importantly, the funding of SCS is still being negotiated, and these negotiations are at a 
standstill, while pressure is mounting. The financial and political stakes of social care services 
become greater, as the system is being gradually deployed, not least through the intervention 
of UNICEF in Albania. Likewise, the demand for SCS is slowly picking up at the local level, both 
among social workers and, to a lesser extent, in the public, meaning that an internal assumption 
is partly realised. The negotiating positions are hardened, and will require both advocacy and 
an honest broker to open up towards solution. UNICEF in Albania can play that role, and many 
stakeholders expect it to do so. Meanwhile, new opportunities for transitional European Union 
funding of the system have appeared. This will require more time but also UNICEF in Albania to 
carefully tailor its action so that its impact and its message do not become diluted.

UNICEF in Albania needs, therefore, to rethink its role in social care services, and how it 
articulates this role with its child protection mandate. Now is not the time for the agency to 
withdraw from this reform: it needs to combine the role of advocate, which implies setting 
clear limits and expressing clear messages, with that of an honest broker, demanding certain 
neutrality on the part of the stakeholders. This redefinition may require UNICEF in Albania to 
recalibrate its relationship with the various partners. While the level of trust and closeness 
achieved has been critical to setting up the main building blocks and the principles of the 
system, a stronger and more explicit yet slightly more distanced posture may now be required. 
It should also be noted that the programme, to date, has not monitored the perception of the 
rights holders towards social care services, and there is therefore no baseline to measure the 
evolution of this perception. Building mechanisms to monitor SCS delivery and the experiences 
of the rights holders (primarily children and their families), both internally and externally, and 
partnering strongly with the EU as a new key actor in the field of social protection, should help 
UNICEF in Albania in rejuvenating its role.

To hold this role in a small country, UNICEF in Albania, and other offices who may wish to 
emulate the experience, will require support and guidance from their organisation. Building upon 
the successes and lessons learned of its Albania Office and others, especially in MICs, UNICEF 
should develop its strategy and methodology for SCS. UNICEF staff and consultants alike would 
benefit from such guidance, which would fortify their stance and message in high-stake negotiations. 
In parallel, in order to learn how the policy normative framework of SCS works in practice, and how 
it could best be fine-tuned, UNICEF should consider monitoring the services that are delivered and 
building national capacity to do so, both within the internal accountability mechanisms of the SCS 
system (once the status and role are settled), and within civil society and other partners (such as 
national human rights institutions). Benchmarking and peer support would be instrumental to this 
new phase, and UNICEF should strongly consider acting at the local level, not just through national 
and international consultants, but also by creating a community of practice among Albanian social 
workers, and also with their peers in the region and beyond. 
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5.2 Lessons learned

a. When UNICEF tackles a new area of work, it goes through an iterative process of 
experimentation and learning to achieve pioneering results. The evaluated intervention 
supporting the establishment of a system of social care services in Albania has been such a 
‘learning by doing’ experience. Throughout the whole period, UNICEF in Albania continuously 
fine-tuned its approach to promoting its key principles in a challenging environment, all the 
while conducting some pioneering work. 

 While this is a natural stage for a learning organisation, one committed to innovation as 
UNICEF is, the pressures it creates seem to have limited the ability of UNICEF in Albania 
to articulate its theory of change, and to monitor it systematically. When the agency started 
work on SCS, there was no UNICEF-wide guidance on the matter. In such cases, country 
teams require strong guidance and technical support from the organisation: they need a 
robust channel for communication, learning and guidance. 

 To meet this need, it helps to have intervention logic, explicitly articulated in a theory of 
change. This allows for systematic monitoring of the internal and external assumptions, as 
well as of the chain of causes and consequences. Having a theory of change monitoring 
process in place, in turn, facilitates co-learning by the country team, the Regional Office, 
and potentially UNICEF headquarters. In this way, UNICEF can support pioneering efforts 
through horizontal, rapidly mobilised networks, acting as a task force for expertise, support, 
and feedback. 

b. Complementing the initial design of the policy normative framework with pilot initiatives 
at the local level is a good way to learn from field experiences and inject this knowledge 
into the system. However, just running pilots cannot suffice. In the longer run, there is a 
need to monitor how the system is deployed in the field. This is best done in partnership 
with several, complementary monitoring actors nationally: internal oversight mechanisms, 
independent state institutions, and civil society. Building their capacity to monitor the effects 
of newly reformed or elaborated and deployed systems is an interesting avenue but requires 
a sound and robust internal monitoring framework to succeed. 

c. A systems approach is long-term work: it is natural that the role of UNICEF will evolve 
throughout. However, such evolution is better managed when it is a conscious choice. 
Combining the roles of trusted expert advisor to government, network facilitator, advocate 
and honest broker can be expedient to navigate complex political situations, but it is extremely 
difficult. The core role assumed should be clear, and the ‘deal breakers’, or fundamental 
principles, must be explicit. Working in partnership with government is coherent and helpful, 
but there should be a clear line drawn on key principles, and sustained advocacy throughout 
the intervention, so that key assumptions do not remain unfulfilled, or when they are not 
fulfilled the problem is identified and there is a clear game plan. 

d. As time passes, in system-oriented interventions such as this one, the absence of a theory 
of change and corresponding monitoring framework (including risk and external assumptions 
monitoring) does not help informed decision making. Rather, it weakens the ability to 
document choices for learning purposes or to properly channel external expertise through 
clear, result-oriented and standard-bound guidelines. 

e. In a reform-oriented intervention following a systems approach, postponing critical, 
controversial negotiations and decisions, such as those regarding financial responsibilities 
or integration of complementary services (in this case social care services, cash assistance 
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and child protection) carries risk. It is also risky to leave such decisions to a lower level of 
legal acts (such as ministry-level instructions, as opposed to a law or an inter-ministerial 
regulation). While it may temporarily defuse tensions, it also means that the most difficult 
decisions will need to be made when pressure is the highest: at the time of deployment 
and implementation. There is a risk of stalemate, and of disillusionment on the part of the 
beneficiaries of the reform. Adopting a postponing tactic should always be a conscious, 
informed choice, with the understanding that it will require renewed, strong advocacy down 
the road, during the mature phase of the intervention. Starting with strong advocacy but 
diminishing it as time passes is not compatible with such an approach.

f. Internal coherence among UNICEF interventions influences the external inter-connection 
of the sectors supported. Therefore, co-programming of support interventions to 
complementary sectors is essential. Typically, the articulation between child protection 
programmes and other systems supported by UNICEF needs to be anticipated as precisely 
as possible from the inception stages. Planning documents, whether those of UNICEF, or 
those it has promoted at the local level, should be integrated as much as possible. Advocacy 
messages must be consistent, and at times common advocacy is required. This facilitates 
implementation and monitoring, and could avoid adverse effects of one plan over the 
other. Coordination and exchange of information are insufficient. Such internal synergies 
require strong leadership to facilitate joint strategic thinking, even beyond country strategic 
documents and their five-year vision, because supporting entire systems and sectors is a 
long-term endeavour. 

g. System-oriented interventions need to identify, monitor explicitly and, to the extent possible, 
anticipate crucial parallel reforms. This intervention has made the most of fundamental, 
parallel reforms, such as the local self-governance reform, which it seized as an opportunity 
rather than a threat, to clarify and enable the role of each level of governance in the delivery 
of services. It might have been tempting to await such fundamental reform as local self-
governance to be over, and then adapt the system architecture promoted by UNICEF, or to 
develop the social services in isolation from the local self-governance reform. Instead, by 
making a brave choice to embrace this reform and build upon it, UNICEF helped both the 
reform, averting possible crises, and maintained a presence in the most important decision-
making circles. 

h. Facilitating the inclusion of a broad range of actors in the debate and preparation of the policy 
normative framework represents a considerable investment upfront, but it has been fully 
worthwhile. System-oriented interventions have a lot to gain from facilitating inclusive policy 
dialogues and the corresponding platforms. Such approaches tend to increase the utility of 
the intervention, the legitimacy of UNICEF, the quality of the reform, and its sustainability. 
They also help identify and empower change agents, contributing in turn to keeping the aim 
of the intervention on the agenda, a necessity for system-oriented interventions that deal 
with sectors or topics requiring long-term investments. Broadening the consultations can 
also lead to gender transformative results, such as rebalancing men and women participation 
in decision-making process.

i. While the action has been primarily focused on families with children, and as such particularly 
targeted women, boys and girls, the evaluation team could not identify in the documentation 
a gender-based analysis of the barriers and needs of the target groups. Based on interviews 
and inference from documents, it seems that the action was implicitly deemed to have 
gender relevance, and to ‘naturally’ produce gender transformative results by empowering 
women, men, girls and boys to be socially integrated, though the nature of these gender 
transformative results was never explicitly formulated. Gender analysis of the problem 
tackled by a system-oriented intervention, of its root cause and of the effect of possible 
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remedies, should be at the core of the initial research informing such intervention. Based 
on this initial analysis, such interventions need to anticipate gender transformative results, 
and to avoid compounding gender imbalances. Finally, they need to monitor and document 
the actions they take to correct these imbalances. For instance, men were more likely to 
be involved directly in the preparation of social plans than were women, because they hold 
more decision-making power at the municipal level. This could have prompted UNICEF in 
Albania to explicitly rebalance gender parity in the planning and decision-making processes 
it facilitated, and then to monitor this gender transformative result specifically. 

j. UNICEF has run, in parallel, elaboration of the architecture of social care services, and the 
development of a cohort of social care professionals who are ready for the deployment and 
implementation of the system. Building with the national partners human capacity through 
the development of curricula and diploma, in parallel with supporting a system, is both 
efficient and sustainable. 

k. In small countries, the available expertise on a specialised topic, such as SCS, can turn 
into a closed circle of ‘usual suspects’, which can be detrimental to innovation and taking 
politically courageous decisions. Involving peers from neighbouring or other countries, and 
gradually expanding the circle of stakeholders in the country, are good remedies to this 
situation. Consultants need clear and strong guidance and monitoring regarding the theory 
of change to which they contribute, the principles they are to mainstream, and their role in 
the intervention. There needs to be a clear perception that, while expertise, research and 
piloting some tools can be equally performed by UNICEF staff and external consultants, the 
advocacy and advisory role to the decision makers belong to UNICEF as an organisation, and 
therefore to its staff.

l. Partnering with a committed donor to design and readjust a systems approach intervention 
is one of the best guarantees for its quality, sustainability and efficiency. Thanks to this 
partnership, UNICEF in Albania was able to deliver very good value for money, with an agile 
intervention management.
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The recommendations laid out below were discussed and validated in four steps:

 ♦ In the focus group with policymakers, and in interviews with some senior representatives 
of government and civil society, the evaluation team requested feedback on possible 
recommendations.

 ♦ Upon completion of the first draft of the final report, UNICEF staff from the Country Office in 
Albania, as well as the Regional Office, commented on the recommendations, both in terms 
of content and structure.

 ♦ A discussion with UNICEF in Albania was initially planned upon completion of the second 
draft of the final report. However, due to the crisis with COVID-19, such a meeting could 
not be held. Instead, the evaluation team held an online consultation with key staff (from 
Country and Reginal Offices) to validate the recommendations and assess their feasibility in 
the short and medium run.

 ♦ The recommendations should have been further validated at a meeting of the Reference 
Group, in the presence of the evaluation team. Again, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, this 
was replaced by circulation of the draft final report, with a request to comment on the 
recommendations in writing. 

To help readers understand the linkage between evaluation criteria set and the findings, lessons 
learned and recommendations, an integrated table is developed and included at Annex 10: 
Correspondence of the evaluation criteria with findings, lessons learned and recommendations.

1. UNICEF in Albania should extend its support to the social care services system in 
the short run to fine-tune and operationalise the policy normative framework.

The current policy normative framework lacks sufficient clarity, particularly at the level of 
secondary legislation, does not have an established funding mechanism, and is not currently 
understood in a harmonised way by its duty bearers at national, regional and municipal levels. 
There is both a need and a demand for UNICEF in Albania to support the fine-tuning of this 
framework and its deployment to municipal service providers. 

This could be done in several steps:

1.1 Re-engage stakeholders and decision makers, acting as an honest broker to define the 
funding responsibilities and mechanisms for social care services at the local level (critical 
and urgent).

Rational and operational suggestions
The funding mechanism of municipal social plans is the single most problematic barrier to 
the effective deployment of social care services: financial responsibilities need to be clearly 
delineated. In order to ensure negotiations are done based on the principles of the Law on Social 
Care Services, and with the best interest of the rights holders at heart, this process needs to 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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be witnessed, advised, and, to the extent possible, mediated. UNICEF in Albania is best placed 
to assume this role. The agency could rejuvenate the formats used for the preparation of the 
Law on Social Care Services, taking a stronger facilitating role among dissenting stakeholders, 
especially at the state and municipal levels. 

1.2 Systematically support MoHSP to finalise the development of procedures, standards and 
guidance to practitioners, in order to facilitate implementation of the normative framework 
and delivery of the social care services (critical).

Reasoning and operational suggestions
The bottlenecks to implementation of the social care services system often relate to the 
relationships between different levels of government. There is also limited understanding, at 
the municipal level, of which statutory services should exist at that level and what they should 
look like (especially for children), and on what support can be expected of MoHSP and the State 
Social Services. As a result, there is no harmonised approach to SCS among municipalities. 
Meanwhile, the municipalities require clear guidance, harmonised procedures and standards 
from MoHSP, as well as a clear commitment to the support they can rely upon. UNICEF in Albania 
is best placed to support MoHSP in preparing these procedures, standards and guidance in an 
informed and consultative way. Where required, the agency could, in partnership with MoHSP, 
provide tailored advice to municipalities on specific services that they wish to pilot, particularly 
with regard to children.

1.3  Systematically support municipalities to implement the normative policy framework on 
SCS, primarily through full-fledged municipal social plans (critical and urgent).

Rationale and operational suggestions
Municipalities are legally obliged to have a social plan. However, capacity and political will are 
insufficient to ensure this is done in accordance with the principles advocated by UNICEF in 
Albania and channelled through the normative policy framework. The agency, in par with MoHSP 
(possibly through the State Social Services), could scale up its support to the municipalities to 
prepare their social plans where they are missing, review already prepared social plans, and 
precisely cost all social plans that have not been costed. In doing so, UNICEF in Albania should 
devise standard support packages, differentiated based upon the current stage of advancement 
of their social needs assessment and planning, with more elaborate support provided as the 
experience of the municipalities builds.

1.4   Support the Government of Albania and relevant stakeholders to review, clarify and fine-
tune the normative policy framework (critical).

Rationale and operational suggestions
The normative policy framework on social care services still contains gaps and uncertainties. 
This step would aim to ensure harmonisation within the framework with other pieces of 
legislation, and with key principles. UNICEF in Albania is best placed to propose a full review of 
the normative framework, consult stakeholders and propose amendments as required. It may 
for instance clarify the status and institutional affiliation of the Social Care Services Inspectorate, 
or fine-tune manuals based on experience, to explicitly spell out UNICEF principles and better 
integrate gender analysis. UNICEF in Albania could then support the government in launching 
awareness-raising campaigns on SCS and related entitlements, so as to clarify the normative 
policy framework for the wider public. This may be done only after the financial mechanisms are 
clarified, and a critical mass of NARUs is created.

1.5  Build comprehensive monitoring mechanisms of the delivery of the full basket of 
services in a few select municipalities (critical).



97UNICEF in Albania   EVALUATION REPORT

Reasoning and operational suggestions
This step would enable UNICEF in Albania, and the stakeholders of SCS, to identify and learn from 
positive precedents of implementation of the basket of services. It would also enable MoHSP 
and the municipalities to gain stronger understanding of the standards and costs of each type of 
social care services, a prerequisite for accurate costing. UNICEF in Albania could, on this basis, 
contribute to a stronger definition of standards for SCS, with specific focus on child sensitivity 
and gender analysis. This would in turn provide stronger grounds for stronger integration of 
child protection and SCS. Monitoring mechanisms could involve the internal oversight structure 
(currently the Inspectorate), once its status is clarified, but also independent state bodies such 
as national human rights institutions, and civil society actors, which in turn could offer an avenue 
for monitoring by the rights holders. This would require capacity building and the design of 
robust data collection, including in particular the experience and perception of SCS by the rights 
holders (especially children and families, for instance through regular longitudinal surveys).

2.  UNICEF Albania should support the social care services workforce to become an 
organised, professionalised, capable and recognised body of skilled practitioners.

The current social care services workforce is nearing breaking point. Whereas their motivation 
and the demands of the beneficiaries have been strengthened by UNICEF intervention, the staff 
are not in a position to respond to the needs that they are now capable of identifying. They are under 
pressure, and morale is suffering. The staff require support in order to mutually assist the various 
practitioners, perfect their skills and scale up their capacity to weigh into policy negotiations.

This could be done in a few steps:

2.1  Promote with government an increase in the number of social workers employed in 
NARUs (critical).

Rationale and operational suggestions
At the moment, few municipalities fulfil the legal obligations on the number of social workers with 
regard to the number of inhabitants, and very few NARUs are established. Municipalities need to be 
supported and incentivised to match their obligations. UNICEF could also support MoHSP to provide 
social workers with case management tools and with training across the country, and to introduce 
frameworks for professional supervision and performance management of social workers.

2.2  Create a community of practice among SCS and Social Work practitioners (important).

Rationale and operational suggestions
The social care services workforce is the cornerstone of the implementation of the normative 
policy framework in the field, and needs to be supported more directly. UNICEF in Albania 
could help social workers connect, promote partnership and experience-sharing, facilitate peer 
mentoring, and enhance their partnership with local CSOs. In particular, UNICEF could consider 
mini-twinnings among municipalities within the country for the elaboration, implementation 
and monitoring of their social plans. UNICEF could also usefully network SCS professionals 
in Albania at the national, regional and local levels with peers in the region and more widely in 
the EU, while scaling up training. In support of this endeavour, UNICEF in Albania will require 
the technical and conceptual support of the Regional Office, particularly in defining social care 
services, identifying the professionals, and other social work practitioners, as well as the 
principles and standards they need to follow. 

2.3 Promote Social Worker diplomas among men and promote their participation and 
contribution to SCS (good to have).
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Rationale and operational suggestions
Social work has until now attracted more women than men. The UNICEF in Albania intervention 
has taken a few steps in the right direction by involving more men in policymaking. However, at 
the level of implementation, it will be important to have both men and women assess and meet 
the needs of SCS for men and women. Social work diplomas could be promoted also among 
male students, for instance through information campaigns and partnerships with high schools 
and youth CSOs.

3.  UNICEF in Albania, along with the Regional Office, should contribute to a body of 
strategic resources specifically dedicated to SCS and to programming for system-
oriented interventions, and thus contribute to a learning organisation.

The evaluation has shown that the body of strategic resources and guidance available on social 
care services, and on the principles which should apply to them, is very limited. UNICEF in Albania 
has only just started to envisage its support to SCS in terms of theory of change, and there is 
a lack of systematic monitoring of the internal and external assumptions, risks and chain of 
causes and consequences inherent to the theory of change. These gaps need to be remedied in 
order to foster more strategic thinking, better integration of programmes and sectors supported, 
informed and documented decision making, and diffusion of knowledge across the organisation.
This could be done in a few steps:

3.1  Supported by the Regional Office, develop guidance for gender analysis as part of the 
initial research and analysis of barriers to social inclusion and social care services needs 
(important).

Rationale and operational suggestions
While the intervention has yielded some positive gender transformative results, these were 
coincidental and unplanned. Also, some opportunities to address gender imbalances were 
missed, for instance with regard to power structures around decision making for the planning 
of SCS at the municipal level. Whereas the intervention started with extensive research and 
problem analysis, this step did not include gender-based analysis, and the opportunity to address 
the imbalance was missed. In future, such (system-oriented, broad and long-term) interventions 
should fully integrate gender analysis as a part of the research informing the approach of UNICEF 
in Albania, as well as the solutions recommended to government.

3.2  UNICEF in Albania should implement theory of change-based planning and monitoring, 
and train its staff accordingly (important).

Rationale and operational suggestions
The absence of an explicit theory of change, articulated around a chain of causes and consequences 
supported by internal and external asqsumptions, has impaired the way in which this intervention 
has monitored its achievements, risks and challenges. This situation has not helped UNICEF in 
Albania in reacting to unfulfilled assumptions and optimising its response. Building a theory 
of change will, in future, help comparable interventions in monitoring and acknowledging 
achievements, identifying how they are linked with each other, and communicating them. It 
will also help in identifying and monitoring assumptions, in making conscious decisions around 
those, and articulating appropriate messages. This will require a harmonised approach to these 
tools, which can materialise into model documents, guidelines and training.

3.3  Supported by the Regional Office, develop a definition of key concepts and principles, 
as well as strategic guidance on social care services intervention (important).
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Rationale and operational suggestions
As a recent field of work, social care services have been until now under-researched and under-
guided at the organisational level. UNICEF as an organisation needs to document its approach 
to these services, how they fit within its mandate, and what principles it advocates within this 
field. In doing so, UNICEF will need to anchor this work on the existing body of evidence, 
analysis and strategic guidance on social protection. For instance, UNICEF Geneva Regional 
Office may integrate SCS into its strategy on social protection and define how it should interact 
with child protection. It could prepare authoritative guidance notes on key UNICEF principles, 
including specific modules spelling out their application to thematic areas (such as SCS), and key 
guiding principles (such as child sensitivity in social care services, as well as equity, accessibility, 
sustainability, accountability and life cycle-focus as applied to social care services).
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