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INDEPENDENT 
EVALUATION 
OF UNICEF 
COUNTRY 
PROGRAMME IN 
MONTENEGRO 
2017-2021
EVALUATION BRIEF

This Brief presents the mid-term 
evaluation of the UNICEF Montenegro 
Country Programme, 2017-2021 (CPE) 
completed in October 2020.  The 
evaluation was managed by the UNICEF 
Europe and Central Asia Regional Office 
(ECARO) in close collaboration with the 
CO and conducted by an independent 
evaluation team from The KonTerra 
Group. The CPE objectives are threefold: 
(1) an independent assessment of 
the performance of the 2017–2021 in 
promoting children’s rights and protection 
and supporting national priorities, including 
the European Union (EU) accession; 
(2) assessment of UNICEF strategic 
positioning, programmatic priorities 
and implementation strategies and (3) 

identification of good practices, lessons 
learned, and recommendations to guide 
future programming.

MONTENEGRO 
COUNTRY 
PROGRAMME
The Country Programme (CP) 2017–2021 
outlining collaboration between UNICEF 
and the Government of Montenegro, 
focuses on contribution to enhanced 
equitable systems for the realization of 
the children’s rights in Montenegro, with 
special focus on those affected by poverty, 
adversity and exclusion. The overall 
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theory of change defines the aspirations/
goals in terms of: (1) enhanced social and 
child protection, (2) quality education and 
adolescent empowerment and (3) child 
rights monitoring (CRM) and access to 
justice. 
To further the focus on cross-sectoral 
programming, the Country Office (CO) 
prepared a strategy in 2018 entitled, 
“Bridges & Champions for Change: A 
Strategy to Achieve Cross-sector Priorities 
for Children in Montenegro 2018–2021”, 
with four focus areas: (1) early childhood 
development (ECD), (2) adolescent and 
young people’s skills and empowerment, 
(3) safe and inclusive communities and (4) 
child poverty reduction.

METHODOLOGY
To ensure usefulness of the CPE, 
the approach emphasized ownership 
of evaluation results by applying a 
participatory approach. The evaluation 
team engaged with the Evaluation 
Reference Group, which includes 
relevant partners from the Government of 
Montenegro, the Parliament, CSOs and 
the United Nations, who were consulted 
with regard to key evaluation products. 
Other key CP stakeholders, including 
the government, national institutions, 
parliamentary committees, civil society 
organizations (CSOs), municipal 
structures and other partners participated 
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in the CPE through interviews and an 
online perception survey. Finally, strong 
participation of CO staff in workshops at 
various stages of the of the evaluation, 
including for validating preliminary 
findings and identifying key conclusions, 
recommendations and lessons learned 
was instrumental. 
Data collection employed an appreciative 
inquiry, focusing on strengths and 
opportunities identified through narratives 
or perceptions. The CPE is informed by (1) 
secondary data sources reviewed in a desk 
study of context and reporting documents; 
(2) primary data sources through 
interviews in nine municipalities with 151 
key internal and external stakeholders at 
central and municipality level; and (3) an 
online perception survey among key CP 
partners on UNICEF’s strategic position. 
The data analysis was based on a realist 
evaluation approach combined with a 
contribution analysis to explain what 
works, how, for whom, to what extent and 
in what circumstance. The robustness 
of the explanatory framework is based 
on a broad range of sources that have 
been triangulated. The CPE used the 
standard evaluation criteria: relevance 
and coherence, effectiveness, efficiency, 
sustainability and impact.

FINDINGS
SUCCESS STORIES

Six success stories were identified by 
stakeholder groups via appreciative 
inquiry: (1) ECD and quality and access to 
preschool; (2) mainstreaming of children 
living with disabilities; (3) life skills support 
to adolescents; (4) deinstitutionalization 
and no children under 3 in institutions; (5) 
parenting for lifelong health (children 2–9); 

and (6) from juvenile justice to access 
to justice for all children. These success 
stories underline UNICEF strategic 
positioning and comparative advantage 
in protection and promotion of child and 
adolescent rights and its ability to influence 
social norms and support the government 
and its institutions to develop an enabling 
legislative environment, strategies and 
action plans. 
The CP has fostered a wide range of 
innovation and innovative approaches 
across the respective sectors including, 
among others, a multi-country media 
literacy campaign for children’s safety 
through visual arts, innovative models 
for learning (UPSHIFT), the provision of 
platforms for influencing the development 
of policies, including U-Report and 
Young Reporters and the establishment 
of a learning hub to promote ongoing 
innovation (Youth Lab).  

RELEVANCE AND COHERENCE

The CPE finds that the CP is well aligned 
with the EU accession process, particularly 
in ensuring an updating of the legislative 
framework and national capacity to 
respond to children’s and adolescents’ 
rights and protection and in alignment with 
key human rights conventions, including 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
and the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities. Likewise, the 
CP is aligned with the National Strategy 
for Sustainable Development 2030. 
Montenegro was one of 22 countries 
worldwide that prepared a self-assessment 
of its planning processes vis-à-vis the 
SDGs in 2016. 
The CP focus on equitable access to 
quality health, education, social support, 
justice and child protection services for 
all children, particularly those affected 
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by poverty, adversity and exclusion, is 
fully aligned with the inclusive growth 
pillar of the Government of Montenegro 
Development Directions 2017–2021. This 
is made evident by the CP provisions for 
access to quality preschool education, 
primary and secondary education, 
improved access for children with special 
education needs, violence against women 
and children, day-care centres for children 
with disabilities, deinstitutionalization, 
amendment of the legislation on social 
and child protection and local service 
provisions. Interviewed stakeholders 
highlighted the need for more attention 
to traditional primary health care and 
children; youth called for more attention to 
mental health.
The CPE found documented advances 
in reaching international standards 
for all children and adolescent rights 
and protection and responding to 
recommendations from the international 
human rights commissions. Despite 
this, there are concerns among key 
stakeholders regarding the limited work 
with the official national Roma and 
Egyptian coordination body as well as the 
National Women’s Machinery. Gender 
equality issues are considered in the CP 
design and sex-disaggregated data is 
available, but the evaluation found limited 
attention to context-specific and dynamic 
gender analysis in the CP implementation, 
including in the otherwise comprehensive 
and rich amount of knowledge products 
generated under the CP.
The CP design and aspirations are 
predominantly focused on ensuring that 
national legislation follows international 
standards. This is in line with the overall 
national priority on EU accession. 
However, the CPE also notes that the 
annual EC staff reports on the progress 

of the EU access negotiation repeatedly 
point to the weak implementation capacity. 
This position was also stressed during 
CPE interviews with stakeholders in 
Montenegro.

EFFECTIVENESS

Overall, the planned achievement of 
programme results is on track and 
expected to be fully reached by the end 
of the programme cycle in 2021. During 
the primary data collection, the CPE 
found that stakeholders are satisfied 
with the improvement of the access of 
all children to education, justice, health, 
and social and child protection. Still, the 
issue of implementation and capacity at 
the municipality level has been raised 
as a key concern in studies, reviews and 
evaluations, as well as during primary data 
collection.
The CP support to training, improvement 
and support of information and data 
management systems such as Social 
Welfare Information System (SWIS), 
Montenegrin Education Information System 
(MEIS), Judicial Information System 
(PRIS) and Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Survey (MICS) have been critical for the 
strengthening of the national data systems 
for evidence-based decision-making. 
While the systems are transparent, 
the knowledge and understanding of 
the systems among stakeholders at 
municipality level were found to be limited 
during the CPE.
At an institutional level, the CP has 
contributed to improved national systems 
for equitable access to education, justice, 
health, and social and child protection 
through activities that led to new legislation 
and the update of existing ones as well 
as strategies on action plans on key child 
rights areas such as violence, preschool 
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education, inclusive education and family 
law. 

The CP has mainly addressed child 
poverty indirectly through strengthened 
social protection systems and social 
inclusion programming. While progress 
can be observed on social protection and 
social inclusion, the existing evidence is 
not sufficient for the CPE to determine 
whether these have in turn led to poverty 
reduction. 

UNICEF has gradually supported the 
development of a strong and independent 
child rights monitoring framework in 
Montenegro. This is in line with identified 
needs as highlighted in independent 
reports on the implementation of child 
rights and protection in Montenegro as 
well as in the barriers and bottleneck 
analysis prepared for the CP. The CPE 
finds that the CP has been able to follow 
up on some of the recommendations, 
including supporting the government 
in strengthening the functionality of the 
Council for the Rights of the Child and 
strengthening the capacity of the Deputy 
Ombudsperson’s Office in charge of child 
rights, social protection and youth. 

The CP implementation has led to a broad 
range of positive unintended impacts 
and some negative ones according to 
UNICEF staff and partner organizations. 
The introduction of piloted models and new 
technologies as well as UNICEF long-term 
advocacy and communication for social 
change have led to individual behaviour 
change and the emergence of unplanned 
partnerships and allowed for a deepened 
understanding of the issues facing children 
and youth in Montenegro. This has 
allowed for the child rights agenda to move 
further than what was planned in the CP 
document. 

EFFICIENCY

The budgets for CP 2012–2016 of USD 
11.6 million and for the CP 2017–2021 of 
USD 11.7 million reflect the CP focus on 
support to the legislative reform process as 
well as awareness raising and advocacy. 
Based on comparison with other CPs in the 
Western Balkans, the CPE finds the budget 
is appropriate for the CP and its ambitions.
Staffing has increased slightly in 
comparison to the previous CP cycle and 
is also appropriate for the scope of the 
CP. The CP maintains flexibility in human 
resources through the use of consultants 
and partnerships with universities or 
research institutions to support emerging 
areas of work, such as health and ECD. 
Opportunities for resource mobilization 
have been exploited in an efficient manner, 
which has allowed the CO to respond to 
emerging needs throughout the CP period. 
The new funding increasingly includes 
private sector engagement.
Full application of results-based 
management (RBM) is still a work in 
progress. Overall, the building blocks 
are there and the system is transparent 
with frequent communications about 
results. However, the CPE finds that key 
components of the RBM system are not 
exploited fully. 

SUSTAINABILITY

National partners show strong commitment 
to the CP but still expect UNICEF to take 
a major leadership role on a number of 
issues, including innovative approaches, 
social change campaigns and, to a 
certain degree, capacity development. 
The CPE identified a number of results 
that have been institutionalized into 
national programmes, including the data 
management and monitoring systems 
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such as MICS, which is fully conducted 
by MONSTAT (statistical office of 
Montenegro). Likewise, institutions that 
have been financially and technically 
supported by UNICEF since their 
creation such as the resource centres 
in the Ministry of Education are now 
continued mainly with national investment 
complemented by some ad hoc technical 
support from UNICEF. 
The CPE finds that the key challenge to 
sustainability of CP results is the weak 
effectiveness of the structures for child 
rights protection at the municipality level. 
While the CP has supported institutional 
strengthening of municipal structures, the 
CPE did not see evidence of initiatives 
that would guarantee sustainability at the 
municipality level.
The CO has been successful in developing 
innovative approaches and there is 
some evidence for the uptake and 
sustainability of these pilots, although not 
all elements have yet received sustainable 
institutionalization in terms of national 
ownership. 

IMPACT

The CP has changed attitudes and social 
behaviour in Montenegro on critical issues 
such as deinstitutionalization, ECD, 
adolescent participation, and the creation 
of a non-violent environment for children. 
The CPE finds that these social norms 
changes will have long-term impacts if 
complementary strategies will take place 
in line with the CP integrated multipronged 
approach. To ensure sustainability and 
long-term impact of this approach the CPE 
found some weaknesses in the national 
capacity that still needs to be addressed, 
particularly national capacity for 
undertaking multi-year targeted campaigns 
for change of social norms. 

The implementation of the cross-sectoral 
strategic approach launched by UNICEF is 
challenged by the current siloed approach 
at national level and limited national 
capacity for integrated work. One factor 
that may mitigate the siloed approaches 
would be the establishment of programme-
based budgeting for the national budget 
at the level of the Ministry of Finance. 
In addition, UNICEF support to the 
revitalization of the Council on the Rights 
of the Child should contribute to increased 
capacity for cross-sectoral work.

OVERALL 
CONCLUSIONS
Overall, the CP 2017–2021 has 
successfully contributed to an increased 
awareness of children’s and adolescents’ 
rights and protection needs in Montenegro. 
This has translated into national 
commitments as expressed through the 
adoption of a wide range of legislation, 
strategies and plans of action for children 
with disabilities, education, ECD, youth 
and justice. The CP has particularly 
responded to the needs of the most 
vulnerable children and adolescents 
and to families marginalized from the 
general development processes, including 
ethnic minorities and children living with 
disabilities. 
Critical to success has been the UNICEF 
combination of implementation strategies 
through a multipronged intervention based 
on: (1) knowledge generation through 
substantive research; (2) targeted outreach 
with awareness and advocacy to influence 
behaviour, beliefs and decision-making 
at all levels; (3) policy dialogue and 
technical support to develop legislation 
and strategies; (4) innovation, piloting and 
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modelling, and scaling-up; and (5) capacity 
development of institutions and staff at 
national and local levels. Furthermore, 
a flexible, responsive and integrated 
approach and partnerships have been 
important for success. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

R1 - COVERAGE AND FOCUS

The CPE recommends that the UNICEF 
future CP continues focusing on support 
to the government as well as key national 
children’s rights and protection institutions 
and CSOs to ensure (1) full alignment of 
national legislation, policies and strategies 
on children’s rights and protection with 
international norms, standards and 
conventions, including the EU Acquis 
as well as (2) full implementation of the 
children’s rights and protection legislation, 
policies and strategies. The support should 
increasingly focus on the development of 
an institutionalized national system that 
ensures implementation and monitoring 
of implementation at both centralized and 
decentralized levels. 

R2 - APPROACHES 

The CPE recommends that the next CP be 
fully based on the cross-sectoral approach 
outlined in the UNICEF Montenegro 
Strategy to Achieve Cross-Sector 
Priorities for Children in Montenegro 
2018–2021. Further attention should be 
given to the adaptation of this approach 
to main national policies and strategies of 
relevance for child rights in Montenegro.

R3 - PARTNERSHIPS

To promote the cross-sectoral approach, 
the CPE recommends that future CPs 
strengthen functional partnerships for 
implementation of the CP, particularly with 
the Department of Gender Equality and 
Department for Promotion and Protection 
of Roma and Egyptian Rights at the 
Ministry for Human and Minority Rights 
in the CP and ensuring private sector 
long-term involvement in the promotion 
of children’s rights and protection in 
Montenegro

R4 - CROSS-CUTTING ISSUES

In line with the call for an increased 
focus on cross-sectoral programming 
and implementation and with attention to 
sustainability and long-term impact, the 
CPE recommends that future CPs pay 
increased attention to gender equality 
and the empowerment of girls and women 
while continuing the focus on equity 
applied in the current CP.
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