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Introduction 
 
This case study examines Lebanon’s SOP for the 

protection of children. The Ministry of Social 

Affairs (MOSA) introduced the SOP in 2015 to unify 

the diverse state and non-governmental actors 

involved in child welfare around a common 

national practice framework. MOSA hoped this 

would improve both the coordination between 

stakeholders and the consistency in evaluating 

children’s risk/needs across sectors. The SOP is an 

innovative policy, with potential application to 

many other LMICs. However, as this PICS explores, 

the SOP has faced implementation challenges and 

ultimately the country continues to face difficulties 

building the cohesive CP system it is striving for.  

 

Policy background 
 
Under the 1989 Ta’if Peace Accord Lebanon adopted 

a reconfigured political power-sharing model. This 

 
 
agreement also granted the country’s 18 officially 

recognised religious sects and their respective laws 

and court systems autonomy to manage all ‘personal 

status’ matters, including marriage, divorce, child 

custody, visitation, alimony, and inheritance. In 

2002, the government approval of Law 422, the 

country’s first self-contained CP legislation, thus 

marked a significant milestone. The law introduced 

the country’s first secular, state-led CP system with 

unprecedented powers given to civil juvenile courts, 

judges, and contracted social workers to investigate 

child maltreatment cases and create care plans.  

 

However, the government immediately faced 

challenges in building the new CP system. Law 422 

was extremely controversial, with religious courts 

and much of the public seeing it as an intrusion of 

the state in religious affairs (ISS 2006). The new CP 

system was also resource-intensive, and the 
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organisations that support vulnerable families 

in Lebanese communities. This case study 

examines the Lebanese government’s 

development and roll-out of 

 
 
Standard Operating Procedures (SOP), which 

sought to unify all state and non-state actors 

around a common framework for identifying 

and addressing risk and making correct 

referrals to the CP system. The SOP was 

created via a relatively innovative process of 

civil society participation and could serve as an 

example for other low- and middle-income 

countries (LMICs) facing difficulties 

integrating their CP systems with complex 

networks of non-governmental social welfare.  

However, this case study will also explore the 

barriers the Lebanese government has 

encountered to rolling-out the SOP and the 

need for far greater community voice and 

meaningful inclusion of families in shaping 

Lebanon’s CP system and the emotional and 

material support made available to them.    
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government struggled allocating the necessary 

financial and human resources to manage the flow 

of referrals. However, the most significant challenge 

was linking the new CP system with the array of 

non-governmental actors involved in child welfare 

and supporting vulnerable families. Traditionally, 

due to the absence of a tax-financed social 

protection system in Lebanon, international 

/domestic NGOs, ethnic- and sectarian-based 

political movements and religious welfare 

organisations have been the main providers of 

goods and services to meet the public need (Bastagli 

et al. 2019). Despite knowing the significance of 

local services in Lebanon's welfare landscape, the 

government did not introduce any protocol or 

formal referral pathways aligning the non-

governmental sector with the new CP system (Save 

the Children 2011). 

 

In 2011, the Lebanese government, in partnership 

with UNICEF, carried out a landmark review of 

Lebanon's bourgeoning CP system and found that 

non-governmental providers regularly detected and 

managed maltreatment concerns without reference 

to Law 422 and informing statutory authorities 

(UNICEF 2011). In the review, Lebanon’s CP system 

was described as fragmented, with a lack of 

congruence between the national legislative 

framework to protect children and the local-level 

services that work with vulnerable families and 

regularly identify maltreatment concerns (UNICEF 

2011). 

 

What factors explain the innovation and what 

was innovative about the problem-solving 
 
In response to the review, MOSA, with the 

assistance from the University of Saint-Joseph 

Beirut and UNICEF, launched a participatory 

process engaging major domestic stakeholders in 

child and family welfare (MOSA 2015). The key 

outcome was the SOP, an ‘operational toolkit’ 

providing systematic guidance on how to accurately 

assess the needs of children, determine thresholds 

between potential risk(s) and imminent danger(s) 

and put the correct plan to either deliver supportive 

services or make a referral for statutory intervention. 

Agreeing this common framework for case 

management with community-based providers, in 

principle, meant essential sources of support in 

Lebanon’s diverse ethnic and religious communities 

were better integrated with the national CP system. 

 

The SOP represents a unique approach to problem-

solving in Lebanon's policy environment. The 

participatory nature of the SOPs development (even 

if this did not reach past the limits of consultation) is 

a rare practice. It provided a unique opportunity to 

involve local civil society and NGOs in building a 

practice framework and culture that was nationally 

convened and owned. This was a departure from the 

traditional reliance on adopting external models or 

meeting the expectations of external international 

NGOs and multilateral agencies. It is of note that 

international NGOs which have often dominated the 

agenda around vulnerable children and families in 

Lebanon were instructed to incorporate the national 

SOP into their case management practice (El-Hoss 

2020). 

 

Key policy factors: Lebanese government, Ministry 

of Social Affairs, Ministry of Justice, Juvenile Courts, 

University of Saint Joseph, UNICEF, local civil 

society, religious welfare organisations, ethnic- and 

sectarian-based political movements and religious 

courts. 

 

Can lessons be learnt for the context in 

question or other contexts?  
 

We know from existing research in the MENA, and 

in LMICs more broadly, that when building CP 

systems, there have been acute difficulties 

developing locally receptive and culturally 

appropriate models (Graham and Al-Krenawi 2013; 

Hutchinson et al. 2015; Wessells 2015). Rather, there 

is a tendency to adopt the top-down, legislative-

driven systems from western countries, which are 
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often poorly adapted to the local socio-political and 

institutional setting (Finkelhor and Lannen 2015). 

‘Localising’ CP approaches is argued to help foster 

more effective and ultimately sustainable CP 

systems attuned to the norms, values, and priorities 

of the country (Wessells 2015). This requires greater 

'bottom-up’ collaboration with communities, 

families and non-governmental services in the 

design and delivery of CP structures to ensure they 

are locally owned and responsive (Wessells 2015). 

The Lebanese case demonstrates how MENA 

countries can implement adequate participatory 

processes to develop national practice frameworks, 

not only to improve accuracy in assessment and 

decision-making but also to facilitate a more 

nationally driven practice culture.  

 

However, it is important to stress that when the 

SOP was launched in 2015, it was not legally 

binding. There is, thus, discretion in whether 

national partners choose to apply its guidelines or 

not. Despite initially being rolled out with 

significant training, the latest reports discussing the 

SOP offer disappointing news on levels of 

implementation and adherence (El-Jardali et al. 

2018; Gerbaka et al. 2021).  

 
There is a concern that despite the SOP initiative, 

the quality of knowledge and communication 

between government departments, NGOs and other  

 

 

CP partners is still insufficient for the type of multi-

agency work envisaged by the government (El-

Jardali et al. 2018; Gerbaka et al. 2021). Unless there 

is a legal requirement for public and private sector 

agencies to abide by the SOP and an administrative 

structure for holding agencies accountable to their 

lead work with children and families, the initiative 

may fail. Therefore, despite the progress made, 

currently Lebanon still faces challenges creating a 

cohesive framework that effectively brings together 

national and local partners to deliver a robust system 

that supports vulnerable families and protects 

children. 

 

Undoubtably, in the context of Lebanon's policy-

making environment, the level of civil society 

involvement in the design of the SOP stands as a 

positive example. However, due to Lebanon’s 

current economic and political crisis, sharp rises in 

poverty and inequality are placing extreme pressure 

on families and putting children and young people at 

increased risk of violence, exploitation, and abuse 

(UNESCWA 2021; UNICEF 2021a, b). Going forward, 

parents/carers and children and young people 

require far greater voice and meaningful inclusion in 

shaping the emotional and material support 

available to them to ensure families have the 

resiliency to stand the current shocks and can 

flourish going forward. 

 
Brief methodology 
 
This case study draws on 18 months of fieldwork 

carried out between 2016–2018 as part of the 

author’s doctoral research (El-Hoss 2020). This 

included 54 semi-structured interviews with 

professionals from government ministries; juvenile 

judges; social workers; residential children’s homes; 

judges from the Maronite, Sunni, Jaafari and Druze 

courts; International NGOs; secular Lebanese 

NGOs; faith-based organisations; political/sectarian 

welfare organisations; and family affairs lawyers. 
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