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Introduction

This Policy Brief presents key findings of the mutual learning activitiesimplemented
by the European Centre for Social Welfare Policy and Research (European Centre)
together with its Bridge Building (BB) countries for the period 2021-2024 and
shares insights on participants’ lessons learnt. It also includes a reflection on
the methodological challenges faced by the European Centre as facilitator of the
activities and results of the project evaluation.

The countries of the Western Balkans and the Eastern Partnership are facing
manifold economic and social challenges. Generally speaking, and compared to
the EU countries, these include limited economic and social progress, widespread
corruption and lower efficiency in public administration (see, for instance,
European Commission, 2023; Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum, 2021).
Poverty reduction and strengthening the welfare system are high priorities in all
countries, especially in the wake of the recent multiple crises faced by society
such as COVID-19 and the increasing costs of living, due to energy crisis and high
inflation rates.!

For more than ten years, and as part of its Bridge Building (BB) function?, the
European Centre has established cooperation with stakeholders (especially civil
servants in social and labour ministries) in eleven countries of the Western Balkans

1 See, for instance, https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2020-12/ECA_Regional_Advoca-
cy_Paper_2017_0.pdf as well as https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/eca/brief/eu-
rope-and-central-asia-poverty

2 https://www.euro.centre.or

aboutus/bridgin

*  The results presented here are based on findings of the project ‘Bridge Building Peer Reviews
and Trainings’, which was financed by the Ministry of Social Affairs, Health, Care and Con-
sumer Protection of the Republic of Austria. We are grateful for comments received from Kai
Leichsenring, Alexandre Sidorenko and Sonila Danaj. We also thank Anna Obernberger for the
layout.
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and the Eastern Partnership (BB countries)®. Of these countries, nine have EU
candidate or potential EU candidate status. European Centre’s regular dialogue
with and among these stakeholders facilitates the exchange of research-based
information and evidence-based policy making.

Starting in 2021, cooperation has been intensified by implementing BB mutual
learning activities funded by the Ministry of Social Affairs, Health, Care and
Consumer Protection of the Republic of Austria. These activities aimed to
assist countries in addressing their needs to better manage health and social
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, including poverty reduction of
vulnerable groups. The BB mutual learning activities offered unique opportunities
for public officials in BB countries and generated remarkable learning outcomes:
the events strongly contributed to policy-making processes in the BB countries,
with more than 85% of participants responding to acknowledge a positive impact
(European Centre, 2024). Three peer reviews, three policy reviews, four trainings
and one ‘hands-on pilot’ (a specific intensive learning activity) were implemented
within the project Bridge Building Peer Reviews and Trainings (06/2021—03/2024).
About 535 individuals, mainly civil servants of the respective social ministries in
the BB countries have been engaged in all four types of activities. BB peer reviews
are conceived of as mutual learning events in which a BB host country presents
a specific case such as a reform or a policy intervention to peers (i.e. other BB
countries) who provide feedback. BB policy reviews are mutual learning events on
certain topics of concern such as a horizontally implemented policies like gender
equality, which are hosted and reviewed jointly by all BB countries (see section on
methodological challenges).

Key findings and lessons learnt

BB participants developed key findings and lessons learnt at the end of each
mutual learning event, whereas some findings were frequently mentioned.
Overall, the results included the following aspects that will be elaborated in this
Policy Brief:

1. Thereis aneed for policy reforms and adapted measures that foster integrated
policy approaches in the BB countries.

2. It is necessary to focus policies on people in vulnerable situations and adopt
person-centred approaches.

3. Empowering and activating target groups (i.e. vulnerable groups) and building
capacity in the institutions implementing social policies are of key importance.

4. Partnership between stakeholders can help address complex societal

3 BB countries include Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, Koso-
vo, North Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro, Serbia and Ukraine.
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problems.
5. Evidence-based policymaking must be strengthened.

The need for integrated policy approaches

Participants of the BB mutual learning events recurrently expressed the need for
policy reforms and for respective measures that are adapted to the BB contexts.
The identified gaps include:

e coherent legal frameworks for integrated case management,

e comprehensive social policy reforms that assist in the transition from
institutional to community-based care and include investments to integrated
social (care) services (e.g. long-term care),

¢ resilientand sustainable social safety nets that effectively protects populations
in a vulnerable situation during crisis, and

e sustainable long-term policies providing stability for those in need.

During the events, integrated policy approaches have been reported to be required
in order to minimise social exclusion through comprehensive social protection
systems and to build a fairer and more inclusive society. Integrated policy delivery
is practiced, for instance, with the Active Inclusion Integrated Platform in Kosovo
(Birtha, Scoppetta & Sandu, 2022) and the Integrated Social Service Centres in
Armenia (Scoppetta & Sandu, 2022).

The implementation of a mix of measures ranging from minimum income-
based social support to compensation and voucher schemes was emphasised in
the peer review on Policy measures to mitigate the impact of the cost-of-living
crisis on vulnerable groups (Gjylsheni, Birtha & Scoppetta, 2024). Likewise, the
key lessons learnt of the policy review on Gender equality and care for relatives
encompassed the demand for policies that promote gender-inclusive employment
and skills development, including investments to foster women’s labour market
participation through childcare support and formal care services that are available,
accessible, affordable, inclusive and adequate (Gjylsheni et al., 2023).

During the mutual learning events participants concluded that there is no one-
size-fits-all solution to develop and reinforce integrated policy approaches.

Focus on people in vulnerable situations
A recurring issue discussed during the events was how social protection systems

can effectively target people in vulnerable situations, often due to multiple
intersecting disadvantages, or discrimination. All BB countries ratified international
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human rights treaties like the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities or the UN Convention on the Rights of Children and are committed to
uphold the rights of all citizens. In practical terms, participants emphasised the
importance of following a human rights approach, for instance, when creating
new services in the community as part of the process of moving away from
institutional care. This entails working towards person-centred support measures
together with users and based on individual needs assessments — a key aspect in
the deinstitutionalisation process. The transformation of social services requires
overcoming stereotypes and changing negative societal attitudes towards persons
with disabilities, Roma people, and other marginalised groups.

As part of ongoing social policy reforms, the BB countries are trying to improve
coverage, adequacy and targeting of social benefits to reach those most in need.
However, insufficient financial resources were perceived as the main obstacle,
for instance, when aiming to improve the general minimum income scheme in
Moldova (Geyer et al., 2023). Still, activities include activation policies, where
the adoption of an individual approach can enhance labour market inclusion
of marginalised groups by integrating employment, social and other services.
The need to focus on vulnerable groups within programs and the adaptation
of person-centred approaches was, for instance, a lesson learnt from the peer
review participants on the social assistance benefit in Moldova (see box 1).

Box 1: Key messages from the peer review on social assistance benefits in Moldova

Key messages from the peer review on social assistance benefit in Moldova

e General minimum income (GMI) schemes and labour market activation measures must be
adapted to the countries’ contexts. There is no one size that fits all countries.

e GMI schemes and activation policies are “alive” and must periodically be evaluated and
adjusted.

e Regarding the activation of social assistance beneficiaries, there is no conclusive evidence
whether “hard” or “soft” measures are more effective.

e  The coverage, adequacy, and targeting of benefits in Moldova should be improved to reach
those most in need.

e |Insufficient financial means are a main obstacle to improving the GMI scheme in Moldova.

e Activation can be improved by adopting an individual approach and by integrating and align-
ing employment, social and other services.

e Social partners should be more actively involved in activation efforts at the local level.

e  The use of digital solutions could be increased.

Source: Geyer et al., 2023.
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During the ongoing cost-of-living and energy crises, people who have already
experienced high levels of poverty and social exclusion before are now in even
more precarious situations. To mitigate the impact of the crises on vulnerable
groups BB countries have introduced various targeted measures such as the
Emergency Cash Assistance Programme in Moldova and the Economic Assistance
Programme in Albania. During discussions, participants stressed the importance
of tailoring the measures to the needs of the individuals and their families to
ensure social inclusion. A lesson learnt from the policy review dedicated to the
cost-of-living crisis was the need of BB governments to strengthen their social
welfare systems, including through the allocation of additional financial resources
(Gjylsheni, Birtha & Scoppetta, 2024).

Capacity building, empowerment and activation

Participants emphasised the need for building capacities in social protection
systems: the lack of adequate human resources in the respective BB ministries
poses substantial obstacles to effectively implement social protection programs,
even when legally agreed. The discussions highlighted a dual challenge: how to
enhance the capacity of beneficiaries and of the institutions implementing social
policies to effectively assist vulnerable groups of society.

Actions should be set that empower beneficiaries through adequate activation
measures. Participants of the events concluded that an integrated and holistic
approach to empowerment should be taken when designing and implementing
activation measures and providing social benefits.

Next to the need for empowering beneficiaries, the events showed that highly
qualified staff are needed at public authorities. There is no doubt that resources
need to be increased, including the employment of qualified personnel in
public authorities at all levels of governance. BB countries should strategically
address the resource gap by setting measures to attract, employ, (re-)train, and
retain a qualified workforce. Training should be offered to enable working in
partnership within public services and between these and other stakeholders
providing services, e.g. non-profit organisations. BB countries identified the
need to develop comprehensive strategies to steer activation measures, tackling
staffing challenges and develop workforce to increase the resilience of their social
protection systems.

This becomes particularly crucial in the context of deinstitutionalisation, where the
shortage of skilled professionals can impede the effective implementation of social
protection programs, as emphasized in the peer review on Deinstitutionalisation
of children and persons with disabilities (Scoppetta, Birtha & Gjylsheni, 2023).
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Moreover, building capacities for public authorities was identified as a need
which should be complemented by offering such trainings also to social partners
and civil society organisations to enhance skills across all areas of benefits and
services, including partnership (see below).

Partnerships between stakeholders

During the mutual learning events BB participants frequently expressed the need
for developing partnerships between stakeholders. Public institutions working
on their own cannot solve complex societal problems such as social inequality
and the reduction of poverty. Partnership is key for improving policymaking and
the delivery of social welfare (Scoppetta, Stott & Gjylsheni, 2024). This was also
reflected in the lessons learnt that were synthesized at the end of each event:
collaboration is crucial when it comes to strategies for gender inclusivity as
well as to overcome gaps in implementation processes and in monitoring and
evaluation (M&E), for the application of integrated policy approaches, as well as
for a successful transition from institutional to community-based care.

In view of this high value placed on partnership, the European Centre, together
with its BB partners, decided to focus the so-called ‘hands-on pilot’ on the
Implementation of the partnership principle in the Western Balkans and the
Eastern Partnership region. The pilot was a unique attempt to gather insights
into corresponding practices applied in BB countries and to provide advice to
the countries on how to enhance policy outcomes by strengthening cooperation
mechanisms between stakeholders at both programme and project levels.

Theresultsofthe hands-on pilotshowedthat BB countriesareimplementing certain
components of partnership work, for example, open consultation mechanisms in
Armenia and multi-level governance in Kosovo. However, the implementation of
the practices often lacks core elements of the partnership principle outlined in
the European Code of Conduct on Partnership (ECCP) and used in the EU as the
basis for multi-level governance and stakeholder participation in decision-making.

Lessons learnt from participants of the pilot included gaining knowledge about
the existence of the initiatives in other BB countries and the EU, the need to
apply the ECCP in the BB countries and the importance of building systems for a
comprehensive and coordinated response to issues of concern such as gender-
based violence and poverty among vulnerable groups of society. More efforts
are required to support partnership and enhance its contribution to improved
policy delivery. To foster partnership implementation a checklist on partnership
governance for BB countries was developed (Scoppetta, Stott & Gjylsheni, 2024).
The checklist should be used as a discussion tool, as it comprises questions on key
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areas of partnership governance and aims to assist BB ministries and other actors
to reflect on their policy systems.

Evidence-based policy making

The mutual learning events have provided some insights into evidence-based
policy making in the BB countries. Reliable and comprehensive data sources are
key for successful M&E mechanisms implemented in the countries. Key messages
of the policy review on M&E included that common principles guaranteeing
evaluations’ independence, credibility and high quality are needed and that
informed decision making relies on feedback loops between M&E actors and
policymakers (see box 2 below).

Box 2: Key messages from the M&E policy review

Key messages from the M&E policy review

e Common principles guaranteeing evaluations' independence, credibility and high quality
are needed

e Implementing regular mandatory ex post evaluations have the potential to set norms for
building a solid evidence-based policy-making infrastructure

e Employing highly qualified personnel for M&E activities is one of the most
prevalent challenges

e Successful M&E relies on transparency and on the independence of the actors conduct-
ing the tasks

e  Collaboration with different research agencies, public departments, independent re-
search institutions and universities, and private actors need to be build/strengthened

e Informed decision making relies on feedback loops between M&E actors and policymak-
ers.

Source: Gjylsheni, Kayran & Birtha, 2023.

The role of M&E was reported to be essential across all topics of the mutual
learning events. For example, the policy review on gender equality emphasised
the need for comprehensive data analysis to inform inclusive policy formulation.
Likewise, the peer review on The integrated policy approach applied for
vulnerable groups of society with the Active Inclusion Integration Platform
(AlIP) of the Republic of Kosovo stressed the importance of actively improving,
expanding and utilising data for information exchange to enhance collaboration
and decision-making processes (Birtha, Scoppetta & Sandu, 2022). Participants
highlighted the dynamic nature of social protection schemes, resulting in a need
for periodic evaluation and adjustments to ensure their continued relevance and
effectiveness. Legal mandates were recognized by public officials as instrumental
in raising resources for evaluation, underlining the crucial role of a supportive
legal framework in sustaining comprehensive M&E initiatives. The development
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of the M&E architecture was identified as being dependent on the specific needs
of the BB countries, advocating for a tailored approach to M&E processes. These
insights collectively support a robust, data-centric approach to policymaking
across diverse domains, underlining the dynamic nature of policy frameworks
and the essential role of reliable data in shaping effective, evidence-based policies
(Gjylsheni, Kayran & Birtha, 2023).

Methodological findings and challenges

Building a fruitful and reflective learning environment between officials from
the respective ministries was critical for successful mutual learning events. The
National Liaison Officials (NLOs) of the European Centre in the BB countries,
i.e. intermediaries representing both the interests of their countries within the
European Centre as well as those of the European Centre in their countries
played a central role. NLOs were constantly involved in the activities, serving
as the hub for various departments in their organisations to motivate, engage
and activate qualified employees of the respective policy areas examined at the
events. Ongoing communication with the NLOs provided detailed insights into the
(practical) needs for exchanging information with other BB countries and selected
EU countries on policy reforms, strategies, programmes, policies and measures
for the reviews. Assessing the needs and expectations of the countries and of
individual participants was therefore an ongoing challenging task. The NLOs were
also responsible for the implementation of initial steps to realise the knowledge
gained at the events.

Project implementation entailed some flexibility in adapting to cultural and
organisational specificities in the BB countries. This included event designs that
allowed for flexibility on all sides, interpretation from up to five languages in a single
event, the adaptation of all participants to online learning and digital platforms
and the capacity to deal with more than 100 participants in an interactive mutual
learning event.

Moreover, there was the need to adjust the methodological approach of the
peer reviews for the context of the BB countries. Within the EU context, peer
reviews are used as key instrument of the Social 'Open Method of Coordination'.*
By implementing BB peer reviews we followed a modified approach to that
implemented at the EU level by, for instance, reducing the efforts to be taken by
countries to host a peer review (‘BB Peer Review light’). Moreover, we observed
interest of the BB officials in horizontally applied policies such as gender equality.
The peer review method, which entails learning from an implemented case (i.e.
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a measure/policy/strategy) in a host country and the feed-back received from
peers (i.e. from other countries), has thus been transformed into a new method,
namely a BB policy review. A BB policy reviews was designed as a mutual learning
event on a specific topic which is independent of a host country case and is jointly
reviewed by the BB countries. In total, three peer reviews and three policy reviews
were implemented within this project.

Project evaluation results

At project start and before each event, content-related needs of participating
public officials in the BB countries were assessed. After each event and at project
end, satisfaction and learning effects were recorded. Three strategic goals were
addressed during the events, namely the topic-related goal of coping with the
health and social consequences of COVID-19°, the target group-oriented goal of
improving the social situation of women and girls as well as of vulnerable groups®
and the structure-changing goal of sustainable strengthening of the social and
health systems’.

As informed, about 535 individuals, mainly civil servants of respective social
ministries in the BB countries, of which over two thirds were women, have been
engaged in all four types of activities. Project evaluation shows that the activities
have achieved the following results:

e More than 93% of all respondents of the activities had a good overall
impression of the events;

e 90% of all respondents stated that the events increased their knowledge on
the respective topics;

e 90% stated that they have learnt about useful approaches in their professional
work;

¢ More than half of the respondents noted that the project had contributed to
improving the social situation of the target groups (women, girls and persons

5 This goal was addressed in the following activities: Policy review on Gender Equality and
Care for relatives; Training on Ageing and long-term care; Training on Innovation in long-
term care and quality assurance in delivering social services; Training on Quality assurance in
delivering social services — From commissioning to monitoring performance; Peer review on
the Design of the social assistance benefit in Moldova - Improving targeting and supporting
employment.

6 This goal was addressed in the following activities: Peer review on Deinstitutionalisation
of children and persons with disabilities; Policy review on Policy measures to mitigate the
impact of the cost-of-living crisis on vulnerable groups; Peer review on the Integrated policy
approach applied for vulnerable groups of society with the Active Inclusion Integration Plat-
form (AlIP) of the Republic of Kosovo.

7 This goal was addressed in the following activities: Hands-on pilot on the Implementation of
the partnership principle; Policy review on Monitoring and Evaluation for Social Protection
Programmes; Training on Financing social services.
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in vulnerable situations) in the BB countries; and

e The majority of respondents who confirmed the usefulness of these events
indicated their strong support for the continuation of such initiatives,
suggesting that they benefit social welfare professionals and policymakers in
the BB region.?

Conclusion

The participating BB countries from the Western Balkans and Eastern Partnership
are facing manifold economic and social challenges. To assist these countries
in providing answers to their needs for better managing the health and social
consequences of COVID-19 and poverty reduction, especially for vulnerable
groups, the European Centre implemented eleven mutual learning events
comprising three peer reviews, three policy reviews, four trainings and one
hands-on pilot from June 2021 to March 2024. During the events information on
policy reforms, strategies policies and measures were exchanged and feed-back
provided by peers.

The BB mutual learning events offered unique learning opportunities for about
535 civil servants and generated remarkable outcomes. More than 85% of
respondents acknowledged a positive impact for the policy-making processes in
the BB countries and many of them expressed strong support for the continuation
of mutual learning activities. The European Centre’s NLOs who represent both
the interests of their nations within the European Centre as well as those of the
European Centre in their countries were crucial for the design and implementation
of successful mutual learning events in the BB countries. NLOs also act as drivers
for further activities addressing the jointly identified policy needs by

e setting initial steps for improving policy design and delivery,

e coordinating actions between different ministries and departments; and

e urging for specific consideration of the needs by policymakers within their
organisation (i.e. respective ministry).

The BB mutual learning events have created a fruitful basis for BB countries to
openly exchange information about challenges they face, gaps identified and
potential policy solutions that could assist the BB countries in improving social
welfare. However, further steps are urgently needed to address the economic and
social challenges the BB countries are facing.

8 Results of the evaluation of the BB project are part of the technical report (European Centre,
2024).
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The key messages across all BB mutual learning events included the need for
applying integrated policy approaches, the importance of focussing programs
and policies on people in vulnerable situations and adopting person-centred
approaches. A need for capacity building, empowerment and activation of target
groups and capacity building of public authorities implementing social policy
measures was identified. BB participants frequently expressed the need for
developing partnerships between stakeholders as this was seen core for improving
policymaking and the delivery of social welfare. Finally, the role of monitoring and
evaluation was reported to be essential across all topics to enhance evidence-
based policymaking.
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