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Achieving economic  
empowerment through system 
change: Evaluating what works 

Eliminating global poverty has 
long eluded the international 
community, governments and 
development agencies. While 
social and economic empowerment 
are the intentions of poverty-
eradication efforts, often ‘we 
paper over the cracks and layer yet 
more complexity onto an already 
complicated and confused system’, 
perpetuating the cycle of poverty 
for millions worldwide.

Child & Youth Finance International (CYFI) 
was launched in 2012 with an ambitious 
mission in mind: provide marginalised 
children and youth around the world with 

access to financial services, enhance their awareness 
of economic rights, and empower them to build their 
assets, invest in their future, and ultimately break the 
cycle of poverty. CYFI’s goal is to equip today’s youth 
so they can become the next generation of empowered 
Economic Citizens.

It was clear from the beginning that taking on the 
task of reshaping financial systems required a new 
way of thinking, and so CYFI looked to a longer-term 
Systems Change approach to meet our goals. 

What is Systems Change?

Increasingly recognised within the sphere of social 
impact, Systems Change is picking up momentum 
amongst philanthropic actors as a viable approach to 
addressing large, complex issues. Many organisations 
and institutions are now realising the value of looking 
at the bigger picture in order to tackle the world’s most 
pressing problems.

Many organisations and institutions  
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most pressing problems.

The complexity of the sustainability issues we face 
mean that a precise and methodical approach is 
needed to create long-term change. As an approach, 
Systems Change recognises that there is no one big 
answer to complex problems, but rather a plethora of 
smaller efforts working in harmony that propel the 
entire machine forward - the concept proposes that 
‘social problems are the product of network of cause 
and effect, and this must be reflected in the way we act 
to improve them’. 

Jeroo Billimoria (www.childfinanceinternational.org)
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leading organisation adopting multiple roles to address 
the various challenges and opportunities present within 
a context – as demonstrated in CYFI’s approach to 
Systems Change.

CYFI’s Approach to Systems Change 

Over the past five years, CYFI has worked with global 
organisations such as the G20/GPFI and OECD on 
making financial inclusion of youth a key focus in the 
development agenda, fostered collaboration in each 
of the regions we work in, and supported countries 
and their governments in creating and implementing 
strategies to promote Economic Citizenship for youth. 

To drive the necessary change to empower young 
people and combat cycles of poverty, CYFI has adopted 
a Systems Change approach, providing a leading 
example and case study on how the concept can 
support sustainable social and economic impact.

CYFI has found that utilising Systems Change 
as a means to enact sustainable change requires 
organisations to adopt a two-sided approach; firstly 
defining the issues and determining the supportive 
role they must play to enact change, and secondly 
identifying the change which has occurred. For CYFI, 
our roles and how this links with resulting changes 
in relation to Economic Citizenship are illustrated in 
Diagram 1 below.

However, attempting to practically apply and measure 
the Systems Change approach can be an obstacle for 
many organisations. Despite consensus about the 
opportunities Systems Change offers as an approach, it 
is an abstract concept focused on identifying problems 
rather than solutions. This, coupled with a shortage of 
practical guidance, has meant the concept has posed 
a challenge in getting to grips with how to go about 
reshaping systems. 

A key challenge for many change agents is choosing 
the right level, or levels, of scale for the changes they 
seek. The answer is often working at multiple levels: 
top down, bottom up, outside in and inside out. At the 
same time, it is possible to create conditions that take 
advantage of a system’s capacity for generating creative 
solutions: foster collaboration, nurture networks of 
connection and communication, create climates of 
trust and mutual support, and encourage questioning 
and reward innovation. 

A key challenge for many change  
agents is choosing the right level, or levels,  

of scale for the changes they seek. The answer  
is often working at multiple levels

Systems Change works by enacting change through 
the collaboration of multiple sectors, by implementing 
multiple activities across many levels, and by the 

1  
DEMONSTRATE 
INTEREST

1 Express national interest

2 Brainstorm avenues of collaboration

3 Determine CYFI’s role

2  
DEMONSTRATE 
PARTICIPATION

1 Participation of country in any summit or regional meeting

2 Secure funding

3 Establish governmental working groups

4 Civil society led local initiatives and/or participation in GMW

5 Participation of stakeholders from public and private sectors

3  
CREATE  
PLATFORM

1 Organise youth consultation on national platform

2 Identify objectives

3 Establish a national platform

4 Organise nationally-led awareness activities and/or Government-led GMW

5 Institutionalise national platform (including resources)

4  
ANALYZE AND  
MAP IN-DEPTH

1 Assess available mapping/resources

2 Organise youth consultation on products, services, policies and programs

3 3rd party or government mapping of products, services, policies and programs

5  
INITIAL 
PROGRAMMING

1 A small-scale, initial effort that precedes a full-on pilot

2 Nationally-led initiatives

3 Monitor and evaluate

4 Organise youth consultation on initial programming

6  
CREATE  
NATIONAL 
STRATEGY

1 Consult broad selection of stakeholders (including youth) on a national strategy

2 Design national strategy

3 Develop implementation plan (roadmap, roles and responsibilities, M&E)

4 Secure resources for implementation

5 Launch a national strategy

7  
IMPLEMENT 
NATIONAL 
STRATEGY

1 Organise youth consultation on implementation of national strategy

2 Develop/adjust educational curricula

3 Develop financial products for children and youth

4 Adjust or promote child-specific/friendly regulations

8  
NATIONAL  
PILOT

1 Prepare pilot

2 Organize youth consultation on national pilot

3 Initiate pilot

4 Monitor impact of pilot

5 Evaluate and adjust according to lessons

9  
SCALE-UP

1 Secure funding for implementation

2 Implement on a national scale

3 Monitor and evaluate

4 Organise youth consultation on scale-up

10  
STEADY  
STATE

1 Organise nationally-led awareness activities and/or Government led GMW

2 Monitor results consistently, including long term impact

3 Institutionalise periodic youth consultation on products, policies and programs

4 Re-evaluate and adjust periodically

5 Publish report on strategy, successes, failures etc.

Diagram 1: Linkage between CYFI’s roles and the resulting activity within a country

CYFI Role

INITIATOR
CYFI initiates contact with key stakeholders in a country

ADVOCATE
CYFI introduces and pushes for the idea of ECE and Fi for children 
and youth and related programs

KNOWLEDGE HUB
CYFI shares resources (CYFI and other documents, case studioes, 
best practices, etc.)

CONNECTOR
CYFI connects stakeholders within countries and internationally

DOCUMENTER
CYFI documents and highlights best practices of a country/
stakeholder to share within the network

TECHNICAL ADVISOR
CYFI documents and highlights best practices of a country/
stakeholder to share within the network

Resulting Activity

PREP STAGE

STAGE 1 Demonstrate interest

STAGE 2 Demonstrate participation

STAGE 3 Create platform

STAGE 4 Analyze and map in-depth

STAGE 5 Initial programming

STAGE 6 Create national strategy

STAGE 7 Implement national strategy

STAGE 8 National pilot

STAGE 9 Scale-up

STAGE 10 Steady state
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Diagram 2: Country stages and related activities
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3 Develop financial products for children and youth
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1 Prepare pilot

2 Organize youth consultation on national pilot
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4 Monitor impact of pilot

5 Evaluate and adjust according to lessons

9  
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1 Secure funding for implementation

2 Implement on a national scale

3 Monitor and evaluate

4 Organise youth consultation on scale-up

10  
STEADY  
STATE

1 Organise nationally-led awareness activities and/or Government led GMW

2 Monitor results consistently, including long term impact

3 Institutionalise periodic youth consultation on products, policies and programs

4 Re-evaluate and adjust periodically

5 Publish report on strategy, successes, failures etc.
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STAGE 2 Demonstrate participation

STAGE 3 Create platform

STAGE 4 Analyze and map in-depth

STAGE 5 Initial programming
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STAGE 7 Implement national strategy
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The various roles CYFI plays relate directly to 
identifying the state of Economic Citizenship within 
a country and determining the support needed to 
accelerate Economic Citizenship for youth.

Therefore, depending on which stage a country is at 
on initial contact from CYFI, the activities undertaken 
will support systemic change to propel Economic 
Citizenship for youth forward. CYFI will then work to 
efficiently engage with and develop existing mechanisms 
present within a country to create a sustainable and 
cost-effective use of resources where possible. The 
division of activities per stage can be seen in Diagram 2. 

For CYFI, adopting this two-pronged strategy as 
part of our Systems Change approach has enabled 
us to pay attention to the smaller systems to identify 
opportunities and challenges present within a country, 
whilst also monitoring changes to the larger system. As 
such, measuring impact of our support and activities 
undertaken helps CYFI to identify where there has been 
sustainable change and where further support is needed. 

Measuring impact

Effectively measuring systemic change is challenging – 
particularly with regard to assessing long-term impact 
during the process and tangibly gauging to what extent 
a system has and is being reshaped. 

To understand the impact of our work, together with 
the help of Deloitte, CYFI created a Diagnostic Tool 
to track a country’s progress toward systemic change 
between the years of 2012 – 2015 in areas of youth 
economic citizenship. This impact evaluation tool also 
allows CYFI to efficiently monitor its unilateral and 
collaborative actions in relation to a given country. 

Combining a CRM system, Salesforce, and a data 
visualization tool, QlikSense, the resulting impact 
evaluation matrix has helped CYFI to simplify complex 
data and make it possible for CYFI to measure impact 
and identify correlation between our work and the 
sustainable change present in countries in relation to 
Economic Citizenship for youth.

CYFI’s key findings include:

•	 In the period of 2013-2015, CYFI helped 57 
countries move 177 stages through 2,186 
activities, averaging three stages and 47 
unique activities per country 

•	 A different range of activities are needed in 
Africa, Latin America and MENA in order to 
create change than in Eastern and Central 
Europe (EECA) Western Europe and Asia. 
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•	 Creating systemic change takes between four 
to eight years, varying from context to context

Our key findings illustrate a clear correlation between 
the supportive role of CYFI, our Systems Change 
approach and the resulting changes within each country. 

The Diagnostic Tool provides insight into the impact of 
short-term support for countries, but will also continue to 
feed into our long-term overview to present sustainable 
impact as a result of our Systems Change Approach as we 
move forward with our 2016 – 2020 strategy. 

Securing sustainable impact with Systems Change
While CYFI currently provides one of the few examples 
of best practice, as Systems Change continues to gain 
momentum further case studies on what works and 
why will guide the philanthropic sector in tackling 
the world’s biggest issues. Systems Change not 
only provides organisations with a means to tackle 
complex solutions through an inclusive, causality-
driven perspective, but also offers a cost-effective and 
sustainable approach. 

We have also found that it is possible to incentivise 
partners and collaborators around supporting systemic 
change at a range of levels, in addition to our work 
in supporting countries with enhancing Economic 
Citizenship for children and youth. Highlighting 
the crucial collaborative nature of Systems Change, 
advocacy-related events such as Global Money 
Week (GMW) and The Global Inclusion Awards 
create awareness and a call to action for individuals, 
communities, institutions and organisations alike to 
align interests and strategies for create far-reaching 
social impact. 

Systems Change not only provides organisations 
with a means to tackle complex solutions through 
an inclusive, causality-driven perspective, but also 
offers a cost-effective and sustainable approach. 

With the support of our global network, CYFI has 
effectively utilised a Systems Change approach to tackle 
our complex mission to empower children and youth 
worldwide. Over the past five years we have used our 
Systems Change approach to identify the root causes of 
youth-related poverty, create a roadmap for action and 
propel joint actions around the cause. As CYFI enters 
into our 2016 – 2020 strategy, we will use the lessons 
learned from our Systems Change approach to evolve 
how we continue to tackle the financial and social 
issues facing youth and create real systemic change.

Jeroo Billimoria is the Founder and Managing 
Director of Child and Youth Finance International. 
Jeroo is considered among the world’s leading social 
entrepreneurs and is now working on her ninth 
entrepreneurial venture. She is a Skoll awardee, 
and an Ashoka and Schwab Fellow. Among her 
organisations are Childline India and ChildHelpline 
International which have facilitated a global 
movement for the protection of children and youth 
and is active in more than 181 countries – having 
responded to over 160 million calls. Her previous 
organisation, Aflatoun, has been recognised among 
the world’s top 50 NGOs. 

In a space of three short years, Aflatoun succeeded in 
working with global partners to provide social and 
financial education to over 1 million children in 84 
countries. Jeroo is now heading CYFI and building a 
Child & Youth Finance Movement to ensure financial 
inclusion and Economic Citizenship Education for 
100 million children and youth in 100 countries.
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