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LOCATING STATE ACTORS IN VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN 
(VAC) NETWORKS IN KENYA: A COMPLEXITY LEADERSHIP LENS 

Jacqueline Nassimbwa, Doris M. Kakuru, and Malcolm T. Mpamizo 

Abstract: Kenya has made significant efforts to address violence against children 
(VAC), but its prevalence remains high. Networking of different actors has shown 
evidence of benefit in some sectors, but determining its effectiveness in addressing 
VAC has not received due scholarly attention. We conducted qualitative research, 
including a desk review, focus group discussions, and interviews. In this article, we 
apply complexity leadership theory to illuminate the types of networks involved 
and the influence Kenya’s government actors can exert towards eliminating VAC. 
We found that these actors operate through structured and unstructured networks. 
The latter are mainly grassroots responders who work voluntarily. The complexity 
leadership theory postulates that leadership influence is exercised through key 
functions, which are reflected in the two types of networks. The political–
administrative function in Kenya is shaped by law; we show how it transforms other 
networks via an adaptive function. An enabling function is executed through 
enforcing policy, monitoring, and other methods, while a dissemination function 
involves the translation of ideas into policy, such as the transformation of Childline 
Kenya, a grassroots organization, into the National Child Helpline. We conclude 
that government should strengthen child rights networking by building more 
technical and financial capacity for this role. 
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Violence against children (VAC) is a global health and human rights concern affecting over 
half of children aged 2 to 17 every year (World Health Organization [WHO], 2020), yet the public 
remains generally unaware of its magnitude and consequences (Mercy et al., 2016). Significant 
international and national commitments have been made to address VAC, including target 16.2 of 
the Sustainable Development Goals1 (SDGs), which explicitly aims to “end abuse, exploitation, 
trafficking, and all forms of violence against and torture of children” (United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs, 2015). Countries have adopted international commitments 
through national regulatory frameworks, programs, and strategies. The WHO’s 2020 global status 
report on VAC shows that 89% of countries assign the task of reducing VAC to multiple sectors, 
such as the education, health, justice, and social sectors (p. xi), and states that VAC prevention and 
response should include targeted interventions at four interrelated levels of risk — individual, 
interpersonal, community, and society. Horizontal interlinkages are found at the community level 
between children, parents, caretakers, families, and schools. Addressing VAC also entails vertical 
involvement of actors at the household, community, district or county, national, and global levels. 

Kenya has demonstrated commitment to addressing VAC primarily through the ratification of 
the United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC; 1989) in 1990 and, in 2001, the 
African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC; Organization of African Unity, 
1990). The latter is the overarching legal guidance for children’s rights in the African region; it 
promotes an approach to child protection that involves strengthening systems such as laws, 
policies, regulations, and services that are needed throughout the various social sectors. 
Government institutions at the national and subnational levels bear the responsibility for laws, 
policies, and regulations, while civil society actors and community groups deliver services 
(Organization of African Unity, 1990). The CRC was adopted into the Kenyan constitution of 
2010, which includes provisions regarding child protection (Republic of Kenya, 2010). The 
Children Act, 2001 elaborates on the constitutional provisions for children’s rights and protection 
and clearly states that it adopts its mandate from the principles of both the CRC and the ACRWC 
(Republic of Kenya, 2001). The constitution legitimizes the National Children Policy (National 
Council for Children’s Services [NCCS], 2010), which aims to realize and safeguard the rights 
and welfare of children. Later policies include the National Social Protection Policy (Ministry of 
Gender, Children, and Social Development, 2011), the National Policy on Elimination of Child 
Labour (Ministry of Labour, Social Security and Services, 2016), and the National Plan of Action 
for Children in Kenya (2015–2022; NCCS, 2015). 

 
1 The SDGs are: (1) no poverty; (2) zero hunger; (3) good health and well-being; (4) quality education; (5) gender 
equality; (6) clean water and sanitation; (7) affordable and clean energy; (8) decent work and economic growth; 
(9) industry, innovation, and infrastructure; (10) reduced inequalities; (11) sustainable cities and communities; 
(12) responsible consumption and production; (13) climate action; (14) life below water; (15) life on land; 
(16) peace, justice, and strong institutions; and (17) partnerships for the goals. See https://sdgs.un.org/goals. 
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Specific to VAC networking, Kenya has a National Council for Children’s Services (NCCS), 
which oversees the supervision and control of planning, financing, and coordinating child rights 
and welfare issues. The NCCS is replicated at the subnational level by county area advisory 
councils (AACs) in 47 counties, 229 subcounties, divisions, and other devolved structures. The 
NCCS receives reports, and funds and advises the AACs. The NCCS was designed to be 
multisectoral, reflecting the fact that child protection issues were spread over diverse government 
ministries. However, the participation of the different ministries was not defined. The lack of 
statutory guidance on their roles and the consequent deficit of official accountability meant that 
line government ministries worked in silos, with duplication of roles. The National Child 
Protection System framework (NCCS, 2011) was developed in 2011 to address this problem by 
promoting connectivity among stakeholders. This marked the beginning of VAC networking 
among state actors. In this article, networks are perceived as “social arrangements made up of 
individuals and representatives of institutions based on establishing and building relationships, 
sharing tasks and working on mutual or joint activities, enabling new learning and mobilizing 
alternative action” (Younis, 2017, p. 2). 

The Kenya National Child Protection System framework acknowledges the complexity of 
child protection and the need for multidisciplinary and multisectoral actors. The framework 
facilitates coordination of the various interventions and actors in VAC prevention (NCCS, 2011). 
The Department of Children Services2 (DCS) is another government institution designed to work 
through a collaborative approach. One of its seven divisions is focused on child protection; it 
develops VAC-related programs and works with NCCS to develop policies and guidelines to 
address VAC. The DCS participates in child protection technical working groups, committees, and 
alliances. Considering that all these derive guidance from international instruments that promote a 
system-strengthening approach, one can adduce that networking to address VAC is supported by 
the Kenyan legal system. 

The Kenyan government has been recognized both as leading in the care and protection of 
children at risk in Africa and as unwilling to ensure their care and protection (Chege & Ucembe, 
2020; Cooper, 2012). Kenya has a rich legal and institutional framework to address VAC, but the 
operationalization of laws and policies is limited by various factors attributable to social and 
economic inequalities (Wangamati et al., 2019). The heavy political investment that has been made 
is unfortunately matched with poor service-seeking behaviour and low uptake of services (Annor 
et al., 2022). Therefore, the prevalence of VAC in Kenya is still high, although Annor et al. (2022) 
pointed out that the 2019 VAC survey shows an improvement in indicators from its predecessor 
in 2010. For example, the prevalence of any form of lifetime sexual violence among females 
(13–24 years) dropped from 36.2% in 2010 to 25.2% in 2019, while those who reported any 
physical violence went from 28.4% to 16.8% over the same period. The VAC survey, published 
by the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection, Department of Children’s Services (2019), 

 
2 https://www.socialprotection.go.ke/children-services/ 
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showed that among children aged 18 to 24 more boys (56.1%) than girls (45.9%) reported having 
experienced childhood violence (p. 8). However, girls reported a higher risk of sexual violence: 
15.6% of girls and 6.4% of boys experienced sexual violence before turning 18, and 62.6% of girls 
who were sexually abused had experienced multiple incidents (p. 8). Physical violence is the most 
common type of VAC, experienced by 51.9% of boys and 38.8% of girls (p. 8). 

Some recent studies on VAC in Kenya seem to point to the importance of strengthening 
collaborative efforts between various actors in the child protection space (e.g., Undie & 
Mak’anyengo, 2020). Examples of such studies include some that have examined the topic of 
sexual violence, including its drivers (Wangamati et al., 2018), its prevalence (Russell et al., 2020), 
the kinds of perpetrators and the context (Mwangi et al., 2015), and health providers’ post-rape 
care knowledge, attitudes, and practices (Wangamati et al., 2020). Undie & Mak’anyengo (2020), 
in their study to understand screening for sexual violence against children in Kenya, collected data 
from children and parents through collaborating with schools and hospitals, working with parents, 
schoolteachers, child health care providers, and children. Their results show the importance of 
building collaborations with all stakeholders in child protection and speak to the extent of 
networking for VAC prevention and response. 

The existing literature paints a bleak picture of the magnitude of VAC in Kenya despite the 
numerous child protection efforts put in place by the Kenyan government and partners. Ayaya et 
al. (2021) studied VAC among orphans and separated children and adolescents and found that, 
while they all reported high levels of abuse, street-connected participants had the highest incidence 
of all kinds of violence. A qualitative study conducted by Embleton et al. (2021) on access to 
health care for street-connected children also found that they had many needs arising from child 
neglect. The study recommended multidisciplinary, holistic, and community-based approaches to 
care. Wangamati et al. (2018) explored community perceptions of drivers of child sexual abuse. 
They found that participants attributed child sexual abuse to numerous factors, including poverty, 
girls’ provocative clothing or behaviour (survivor blaming), “developmental stage, peer pressure, 
huge gender disparities exacerbated by negative social norms and cultural practices, the HIV 
epidemic and social media platforms that circulate sexualised images” (p. 1394). This is further 
evidence that a multipronged approach is needed to successfully address VAC in the communities. 

The importance of forging solid collaborations between various state and non-state child 
protection actors has been well acknowledged in multiple studies (e.g., Badoe, 2017; Devaney & 
Byrne, 2015; O’Leary et al., 2015). However, VAC networking has often been perceived as a 
reserve of not-for-profit actors. The work of Awortwi (2018) recognizes civil society and 
grassroots networks as having an advantage over state actors in addressing matters that concern 
grassroots communities, such as social protection. On the other hand, Tshimpaka et al. (2021) 
viewed civil society networks as well-governed, self-organized entities that function in the same 
way as the formal arrangements of government technocrats. 
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Although most of the existing literature shows that both state and non-state actors play 
significant roles in addressing VAC, Wessells (2015) found a disconnect between state and non-
state child protection efforts. Hence, while there appears to be some connectivity within state actors 
or non-state actors as shown by Awortwi (2018) and Tshimpaka et al. (2021), the types and 
functionality of networking for VAC have not received due scholarly attention. In the existing 
literature, there is a lack of studies analyzing the nature of efforts to address VAC through 
collaborations or networks among state actors, and between state and non-state actors. This article 
aims to illuminate the types of networks that have formed, and the role of government actors as 
the ultimate duty-bearers for the realization of global, regional, and national commitments toward 
eliminating VAC in Kenya. 

Theoretical Framework: The Complexity Leadership Theory 

Networks are complex and diverse, so the actors within are often uncertain of the magnitude 
or significance of their actions within networking arrangements (Scholten et al., 2015). The 
traditional leadership theory that assumes hierarchy or bureaucracy cannot take into account this 
complexity. Anchoring networks in complexity science instead would help us position government 
actors in this complexity, which changes over time. Coveney (2003) defined complexity science 
as the “study of the behaviour of large collections of … simple, interacting units … with the 
potential to evolve with time” (p. 1058). The interconnectedness, interactivity, fluidity, and 
diversity of a network means it can be defined as a complex adaptive system (CAS), “a complex 
interplay from which a collective impetus for action and change emerges when heterogeneous 
agents interact in networks in ways that produce new patterns of behaviour or new modes of 
operating” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 299). In a CAS, leadership denotes not authority or position 
but an emergent dynamic (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). In this article, networks for VAC in Kenya are 
regarded as CASs, and are used as the basic unit of analysis. 

The subunits in networks are interdependent actors (individuals or institutions) united by a 
shared goal. Each of these subunits brings unique creativity, learning, and adaptability. Leadership 
arises dynamically from the interactions of the different subunits (Scholten et al., 2015). The 
leadership framework in CASs is what has come to be known as the complexity leadership theory 
(CLT; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) that anchors this article. CLT underpins our analysis as we explore 
the types of networks in which the government is an actor and examine how government leadership 
influences approaches to VAC intervention within the networks. 

With guidance from Uhl-Bien et al. (2007), we regard CLT as premised on: 

• The nature of interactions and interdependencies among people, bureaucratic 
divisions, environments, and organizations. This context is the foundation of a CAS 
and of its leadership. 
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• A distinction between leaders and leadership. The latter emanates from the 
interconnectivity of subunits leading to adaptive outcomes (adaptive leadership). 
Leaders are those individuals that influence the dynamics and outcomes. 

• A distinction between leadership and managerial positions, which are usually 
bureaucratic (also called administrative leadership). Managers produce orderly results 
efficiently, while leaders are a force for change (Meijerink & Stiller, 2013). 

CLT is also premised on three functions of leadership: administrative, enabling, and adaptive (Uhl-
Bien et al., 2007). 

VAC is a global policy issue, and analysis of the leadership in VAC networks demands a 
framework suitable for examining CASs in political contexts. Thus, we use Meijerink and Stiller’s 
(2013) redefinition of the functions of leadership: political–administrative, adaptive, enabling, 
connective, and dissemination (p. 253). The political–administrative function is fulfilled by 
positional leaders, such as political leaders or managers within networks. It comprises top-down 
leadership that includes decision-making, and sourcing and allocation of resources; it targets a 
political context in which policy is made in the CAS (e.g., on climate change, or VAC). Although 
Meijerink and Stiller (2013) included “adaptive” as a function of leadership, they actually stated 
that it is not a leadership task; rather, the “adaptive function is an emergent property of the CAS” 
(p. 252). In our case, the adaptive function concerns the prevention of and response to VAC. 

The third leadership function is enabling, which entails creating conditions for a CAS, such as 
a VAC network, to create, disseminate, learn, and adapt. Positional leaders support this function 
by practising tolerance for diversity and variety, driving networking, or igniting urgent 
consideration of an issue. Examples of this function include tolerating deviations from policy, 
finding necessary resources for experiments, and getting buy-in from other government agencies. 
The fourth function is dissemination, which includes all actions taken to disseminate new 
approaches generated through the adaptive function of the framework. Political entrepreneurs 
(drivers of policy change) are essential for this function, and they link the informal networks to 
formal decision-making arenas. The last function is the connective one, which coordinates all 
connections horizontally and vertically. 

Methodology 

Study Design and Sites 
This study adopted an exploratory qualitative approach to enable interaction with the 

participants and generate in-depth perspectives on VAC networking (CivSource Africa, 2021). 
The study commenced with a desk review (later published by CivSource Africa, 2021), which was 
conducted to provide insights into the Kenyan VAC response network landscape and identify 
organizations to possibly engage in the study. Nairobi and Kisumu counties were selected as the 
study sites through purposive sampling. Specifically, Nairobi county was selected due to having 
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been characterized as suffering a high prevalence of VAC and having an informal settlement 
dynamic (Onyango & Tostensen, 2015), and because it has a mix of national and county 
government responses to VAC, and multiple organizations working in that space. Nairobi also 
hosts several network secretariats and donor communities. Kisumu county was selected for having 
a heavy burden of HIV and orphanhood, a high rate of teenage pregnancy, both rural and urban 
dynamics (Mkutu et al., 2019), and a concentration of community-based organizations (CBOs) 
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) responding to VAC. 

Study Participants 
The selection of participants was done through purposive sampling and snowballing. After 

selecting the study sites, we referred to the CivSource Africa (2021) report to identify child 
protection organizations operating in these areas. We purposively selected both formal and 
informal network actors (formal organizations, and informal collaborations between individuals) 
that work to prevent or respond to VAC in Kisumu and Nairobi. After identifying these existing 
partnerships, we randomly reached out to and recruited members of the informal collaborations to 
participate in focus group discussions (FGDs). Earlier participants referred us to peers who were 
recruited in turn until the desired number of FGD participants had been achieved. We conducted 
three FGDs with members of informal networks from Nairobi (11 participants), Kisumu Central 
(8), and Kisumu East (9). From the FGDs, we confirmed the existence of formal VAC networks 
and invited their leads or representatives to participate in interviews. We conducted key informant 
interviews with representatives of three national-level, three county-level , and three subcounty-
level networks. 

Data Collection 
We collected both secondary (from CivSource, 2021) and primary data (using FGDs and in-

depth interviews). FGD data were collected using an FGD guide that two research assistants 
administered during face-to-face sessions. The guide was translated into Swahili (the local 
language), tested, and revised before being administered to the study participants. The FGD guide 
aimed to collect data on how VAC networking happens, who is involved, why it is essential, and 
current challenges and suggestions for the future. The 28 FGD participants were involved in child 
protection work at the grassroots level. The FGDs were conducted in Swahili at three different 
locations convenient for the participants, and were audio-recorded. Members of the research team 
took field notes that were helpful at the data analysis stage. 

Interview data were collected using an interview guide collaboratively developed by members 
of the research team. The interview guide was also translated into Swahili, tested, and revised 
before actual data collection. The interview guide aimed to collect data from network leads about 
why and how VAC networking happens, who is involved, networking challenges, and tipping 
points for VAC philanthropic work. Interviews were conducted face-to-face. All interview data 
were audio-recorded. Members of the research team also took detailed field notes that informed 
the data analysis process. 
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Data Management and Analysis 
All audio and text files were stored in a password-protected folder accessible only to the 

research team members. Audio files were transcribed into text and anonymized to conform to the 
confidentiality requirements. The data were then coded into emerging themes using ATLAS.ti 
qualitative data analysis software. A thematic analysis was conducted using an iterative approach 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), using data collected from the FGDs to inform the interview phase. The 
emerging themes were checked with the literature that had been reviewed in the initial stages of 
the project. 

Trustworthiness was achieved through both peer (Connelly, 2016) and researcher triangulation 
(Curtin & Fossey, 2007). Members of the research team held regular debriefing meetings during 
data collection and analysis to compare notes and iron out any discrepancies in data interpretations. 
We also diversified the data sources to enhance the quality of our analysis. 

Ethical Considerations 
We obtained ethical clearance and a research permit (Ref. #277079) from the relevant 

institutions before the commencement of the study. Written consent was sought and obtained from 
all study participants for data collection and audio recording. We removed participants’ identifiers, 
including names and locations, from all reports to ensure anonymity. 

Results 

Types of Network 
One of the objectives of our study was to understand VAC networking functionality, and we 

sought this information from both FGDs and interview participants. Our data show that 
government actors were involved in both structured and non-structured networks aimed at 
preventing and responding to VAC. 

Structured Networks 
Structured networks are those with more or less clearly defined boundaries, including goals 

and membership. They may or may not have structures at the devolved county (subnational) level. 
Our research found three types of structured network at the national and devolved government 
levels: policy, advocacy, and service delivery. 

Policy networks operate at the national level and include invited membership. Both state and 
non-state actors unite to work on issues that relate to policy, including research, formulation, 
dissemination, and implementation, among others. They are mainly donor-funded and may or may 
not have a defined period for operation. For example, the NCCS was established to be a corporate 
entity by law; it has representation from different government sectors, NGOs, religious institutions, 
and the private sector. These members hold a three-year term and can serve only twice (Republic 
of Kenya, 2001). The NCCS is mandated to exist as long as it is legitimized by law. However, the 
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council mainly collaborates with different actors to realize a particular output for a defined period. 
For example, developing the NCCS framework for the National Child Protection system involved 
various members, including state and non-state actors, children, and the Kenyan citizenry. This 
collaboration ended once the framework was developed (NCCS, 2011). Similarly, the VAC survey 
was conceptualized and conducted by a multidisciplinary and multisectoral partnership between 
state and non-state actors, dubbed the VACS technical working group, the operations of which 
halted after the completion of survey-related activities (Ministry of Labour and Social Protection, 
2019). There are many other technical working groups that do not have an ordained time scope but 
are not legally bound to remain in existence. 

We conceptualized advocacy networks as those whose dominant role or purpose of coming 
together is to influence a legal or policy action, including formulation, adoption, or 
implementation. Advocacy networks sensitize communities about children’s rights, but we did not 
find any government actors in these networks. This is possibly because we operationalize 
advocacy, in this context, as seeking government action. From interacting with their members, we 
noted that the networking function in advocacy networks is not expressly stated in their job 
descriptions. This could reflect a gap in advocacy networks’ understanding of networking, or 
perhaps it is simply that organizational activities take priority over network activities. 

Finally, service delivery networks provide VAC services like legal, health, psychosocial 
support, and shelter, among others. Some are mandated to provide services by law. For example, 
the NCCS official who participated in our study reported that only one AAC was actively 
coordinating different actors to address VAC. The participants reported that many AACs at the 
county and subcounty level were non-functional due to a lack of coordination, supervision, and 
resources from the NCCS. Instead, sometimes they rely on funding from other networks or 
organizations to execute their roles. 

The desk review showed that other networks are self-organized to ensure a systems approach 
to service delivery for VAC. They include both state and non-state actors with varied expertise in 
addressing VAC. Most organizations that form these networks rely on donor funding targeted to 
project activity and the short term. This makes service delivery discontinuous, particularly in VAC 
response, where multiactor coordination is critical. The situation is further compounded by 
capacity gaps among court officials, police officers, and others (United Nations Children’s Fund, 
2018). Other services like mental health and psychosocial support providers, and health care, are 
compromised by limited logistical support and supervision, and lack of a reliable supply of drugs 
and materials, among other challenges (Munene & Okwany, 2016). We also learned from the 
FGDs that structured network members often have membership in several different networks 
performing similar functions. This is because being part of a functional network is attractive to 
donors, and organizations have to compete for resources within the network. This funding dynamic 
results in dormancy periods, especially for networks with few sources of income. They are revived 
when actors find financing. 
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Unstructured Networks 
Unstructured networks comprise individuals who have dedicated their time, material resources, 

and energy to respond to VAC in their communities. Some of them are linked to a particular state 
or non-state institution, often on a volunteer basis. They may or may not have previously worked 
in child protection, or had relevant training. They include gender activists, paralegals, opinion 
leaders, and general volunteers. The term “unstructured” denotes that these individuals collaborate 
loosely with formal networks and organizations to which they refer VAC cases, and are often not 
registered members. 

There are also networks of individuals within defined government structures who volunteer on 
issues relating to VAC. Community health volunteers are the first level of health service delivery 
recognized in the Ministry of Health (2020) Community Health Strategy. They are chosen by the 
community to fulfil roles that include collecting primary health data and identifying referrals for 
health matters; they are attached to households and to public health facilities to which they make 
referrals (Aseyo et al., 2018). Our FGD data show that they respond to VAC in teams and that the 
other networks and organizations designated to receive their referrals are often underfunded. 
Another category of volunteers is children’s officers, who are recruited by the district or county 
AACs. They support child protection through identifying, documenting, and reporting cases of 
VAC. However, like community health volunteers, they do not receive funds for facilitating 
communications with their communities, for necessary travel, or for accompanying children who 
require care or protection. 

FGD interactions generally revealed that unstructured networks are driven by care for their 
communities, and as such, are more resilient because they develop organically. They are the 
frontline responders to VAC, supporting both individuals and groups. State officials supervise 
those within the public system, while those outside are accountable only to themselves. 

These unstructured networks identify and follow up on VAC cases; structured networks rely 
on them for this. The submissions we received from unstructured networks showed that they have 
accumulated knowledge on child protection through training conducted by various organizations. 
However, given the resource constraints they face, addressing VAC can become secondary, being 
overridden by activities that earn them income. Some network activities may even be halted 
altogether, resulting in failure to follow up on cases. 

Additionally, due to their unstructured nature, these networks — especially those defined in a 
legal framework — engage both vertically with civil society organizations and the state and 
horizontally with each other, leading to their resources being stretched too thin. Actors in 
unstructured networks also expressed being powerless relative to those in the structured networks. 
They felt that they were being used by the structured networks as evidence of the “boots on the 
ground” required by many donors. These grassroots actors further reported being victimized by 
perpetrators of VAC in the communities they serve. 
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The Influence of Government Leadership in Networks to Address VAC 
In the literature we reviewed, we found that the government of Kenya had invested heavily in 

child protection, but the prevalence of VAC remained high. We therefore set out to analyze the 
role of government leadership in VAC network functioning. Our findings revealed four categories 
of government leadership: political–administrative, adaptive, enabling, and dissemination. 

Political–Administrative Function 
As the government is the primary duty bearer, its officials bear the responsibility of carrying 

out the political and administrative function of protecting children. This function is shaped by a 
legal framework that guides programming for child protection and holds both duty bearers and 
perpetrators of violence accountable for children’s rights. This legal framework extends to the 
formation of institutions that oversee policy and child welfare. These include the NCCS and its 
devolved structures, the AACs and the DCS. The Councils hold a political and administrative 
function that oversees Kenya’s planning, financing, and coordination of child rights interventions. 
The NCCS and its partners developed the NCCS framework for the National Child Protection 
System to support this function. The WHO’s (2020) Global Status Report on Preventing Violence 
Against Children shows that Kenya has 12 government sectors with functions addressing VAC, of 
which only eight have a coordinating function. The report further indicates that most sectoral plans 
are only partially funded. This limited state funding impedes them from effectively delivering on 
their mandates. The resulting heavy dependence on donors and NGOs leads to failures in policy 
implementation (Nyamu, n.d). Similarly, devolved structures are expected to enforce national 
policies and laws at the county level. However, Hyun et al. (2020) showed in their report on gender 
analysis that, in practice, devolution is applied selectively, creating a gap in vertical networking 
that compromises the effectiveness of policies addressing VAC. The political–administrative 
function of government, which should be providing leadership, is thus weakened. 

Adaptive Function 
The adaptive function of leadership refers to the dynamics of change within networks — the 

emergence of new ideas and practices. We illustrate this with an example from the VAC survey 
process, a collective undertaking by various state and non-state actors led by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in the United States. The findings of the first Kenya VAC 
survey in 2010 led to the formation of other teams that contributed to various follow-on processes, 
including strengthening of language on child protection in the constitution, and implementing the 
Framework for the National Children Protection System and the Strengthening Child Protection 
in Kenya Programme Strategy 2011–2014 (CDC, n.d.). Similarly, the VAC survey in 2019 led to 
the adaptation of networks to produce different outputs necessary for child protection, including 
the National Prevention and Response Plan for Violence Against Children 2019–2023 (Ministry 
of Labour and Social Protection, State Department for Social Protection, & Department of 
Children’s Services, 2019), a child-friendly handbook on child protection (Ministry of Labour and 
Social Protection, State Department for Social Protection, & Department of Children’s Services, 
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2020). A further result was the formation of Childline Kenya, an NGO created by a collaboration 
of three non-state actors to manage a toll-free helpline. This service was developed so that children 
could express themselves and receive an appropriate referral (Childline Kenya, n.d). Throughout 
this survey process, adaptability was evident in the transformations of the networks of VAC survey 
actors, as shown in our results. 

Enabling Function 
Different government actors (positional leaders) enable the development of adaptive networks. 

The DCS is a crucial actor that influences the adaptive function through a legal mandate. Some 
DCS functions stipulated in the Children’s Act, 2001 include: supervision of children’s officers 
and coordinating their work; working with government institutions to embed best practices for 
children; maintaining records and data management on the degree of access to welfare amenities; 
safeguarding the welfare of children in foster care; providing care and assistance for children in 
custody; and intervening on behalf of children who need care and protection. Through its mandate, 
the DCS is a member and a convener of technical working groups, committees, and alliances. 

Our engagements with actors in unstructured networks also revealed that government officials 
at the subnational level can enable effective policy implementation at that level. However, there 
were reports of allegations that law enforcement personnel had accepted bribes from perpetrators 
of VAC whose cases had thereafter not been prosecuted. One volunteer mentioned that she had 
received death threats after reporting a case of VAC by a health worker to the police. Corrupt 
behaviour of this kind weakens networks at the subnational level. 

One of the troubling findings of our study was the apparent absence of children’s networks. 
The NCCS framework for child protection promotes child participation: children were part of the 
process of developing the framework (NCCS, 2011) and other policy documents such as the 
National Prevention and Response Plan on VAC (Ministry of Labour and Social Protection, State 
Department for Social Protection, & Department of Children’s Services, 2019). There is provision 
for two children (a boy and a girl) in the devolved structure of the AACs, as well as children’s 
parliaments and assemblies (Nyamu, n.d). The environment is thus conducive to enabling 
children’s participation. However, there was no mention of these representatives in our 
interactions, and we did not find any active children’s networks in our literature review. 

Dissemination Function 
The dissemination function of leadership is illustrated by new ideas being integrated into 

formal policies. An example is the Childline toll-free helpline, developed by non-state actors but 
afterwards merged with the DCS’s Crisis Desk to form the National Child Helpline Service in 
2008. This enabled the 11-digit toll-free number used by Childline to change to a nationally 
recognized short form (116) allocated by the National Communication Authority. To date, the 
DCS is the custodian of 116, and Childline manages the every-day running of the helpline 
(Childline Kenya, n.d). 
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Discussion 

The global VAC status report (WHO, 2020) recommended strengthening multisectoral 
governance and coordination of actors as a critical strategy for the prevention of VAC. This article 
illustrates that networking is connectivity beyond identity. Some established networks, such as the 
NCCS, its devolved structures (AACs), and some donor-funded non-government institutions are 
prevented by financial or capacity constraints from carrying out networking activities. On the other 
hand, there are individuals who intentionally unite efforts to challenge VAC in their communities 
using their own resources. The structure providing connectivity between these individuals may 
have no official name — or any name at all — but the function of networking happens 
spontaneously through regular communication, referral, and follow-up of cases. The article further 
shows that government, as the ultimate duty bearer, must participate as a crucial actor in networks 
that address VAC if they are to realize change. 

We conceptualize government leadership as operating through a legal framework that 
legitimizes networking and obligates government actors as positional leaders to actively engage 
other stakeholders. The NCCS and DCS, as well as their sub-national structures, hold leadership 
positions that require them to oversee issues on protection and prevention of VAC. Although there 
is no evidence of formal connections between state and non-state VAC actors, our results do not 
confirm those of Wessells (2015), who found a deep disconnect between state and non-state actors.  

We show how policy-level networks can adapt using the example of the VAC surveys of 2010 
and 2019, which were carried out through a partnership between state and non-state actors. 
According to Meijerink and Stiller (2013), the adaptive function of leadership is not a task, but an 
emergent property of a network. To illustrate, the VAC surveys mentioned above were conducted 
by one network (the VACS technical working group), and when the results were released, other 
groups organized themselves into new networks to translate the findings into actionable 
interventions. In 2019, for example, the VAC survey results motivated the establishment of one 
network in the form of the team that developed the National Prevention and Response Plan for 
Violence Against Children 2019–2023, and another network that developed a child-friendly 
handbook on child protection. The emerging networks included participants from the technical 
working group, some of whom were government actors. 

Our findings show that although networking for VAC is not limited to non-state actors, 
government involvement in networking is more visible at the national level than at the subnational 
level, impacting formulation or revision of policy. Donor funding seems to be a significant 
defining factor for the functionality of these policy-level networks, and it is doubtful whether the 
policy environment to address VAC would be as rich if external funding were reduced or 
eliminated — a phenomenon we call donor-induced networking. The strength that national 
networks have in policy formulation is undermined by barely functional sub-national networks 
(like the AACs under the NCCS) because the latter have limited funding, if any, for policy 
implementation or supervision. Other scholars (Chege & Ucembe, 2020; Cooper, 2012; Nyamu, 
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n.d.) have highlighted the inadequacy of government funding for implementation of laws and 
policies on child protection in Kenya. 

Despite this lack of government funding, there have been improvements in addressing VAC 
since 2010, which Annor et al. (2022) attributed partly to the successful implementation of policy 
strategies. This suggests that the implementation efforts have mainly been carried out by non-state 
actors funded from the private sector. Future research could compare the direct contributions to 
child protection of networks that include state actors with those solely comprising non-state actors. 

Additionally, while we see government actors as enablers in policy-level networks, they 
become disablers at the grassroots level when they take bribes from perpetrators of VAC or 
threaten network members who are advancing child protection. This reflects several problems. 
First, there is lack of supervision from government actors, as Nyamu (n.d.) highlighted in her 
critical analysis of the NCCS child protection framework. A report by Hyun et al. (2020) also 
shows the selective devolution of government structures, and a resulting gap in responsibilities 
between the national level and government actors at devolved levels. Second, there seems to be a 
poor understanding among government actors of networking for VAC, and the importance of the 
unique role played by networks in referral of cases, investigating and adjudicating cases, and 
apprehending perpetrators. Third, we think it is possible that government actors disregard VAC as 
a societal nuisance, and accord it low priority. 

Relatedly, we found that children participated in different policy formulation processes as 
information providers, but we did not find active children’s networks, especially at the 
implementation level. Although determining the existence of such networks was not part of our 
research design, it is notable that there was no mention of them in all of our engagements with 
participants; this may indicate that active children’s networks indeed do not exist, or perhaps that 
different stakeholders in VAC, including government actors, regard their leadership as 
insignificant. Individuals like Greta Thunberg, a young Swedish woman who has been at the 
forefront of global child activism for climate change since age 15 (Zhanda et al., 2021), and the 
students who led a pivotal series of demonstrations in 1976 against the use of Afrikaans as an 
official language in the South African education system (Banda, 2000), are examples of the power 
of young people’s leadership in networking and their influence on government policy and practice. 
On the whole, our results agree with Embleton et al. (2021), who recommended a holistic approach 
to child protection involving the creation and sustenance of collaborations between state and non-
state child protection efforts (Badoe, 2017; Devaney & Byrne, 2015; O’Leary et al., 2015). 

Conclusion 

Since the government is the primary duty bearer in the prevention of VAC, the many 
recommendations in the WHO’s (2020) global VAC status report begin with a key government 
task: strengthening the governance and coordination of multisectoral actors. To carry out this role, 
the report recommends that governments ensure that there is “an appropriately resourced agency 
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… to coordinate multisectoral action to end violence against children” (p. 63). As well, 
governments must strengthen the roles of various ministries, departments, and agencies, giving 
them clearly mandated responsibility for delivery of programmes in areas that may not be covered 
by existing roles, such as “norms and values, parent and caregiver support, safe environments, and 
income and economic strengthening” (p. 63). Although the Kenyan government has demonstrated 
political commitment to addressing VAC and achieved partial success, the prevalence of VAC 
remains unacceptable, possibly due to gaps in implementation and supervision, and limited 
capacity in networking, among government actors as the main duty bearers. 

Previous studies have investigated VAC without focusing on connectivity among various 
actors, and our research aimed to provide this missing perspective. Our study findings show that 
both government and civil society collaborations are essential for VAC prevention and response. 
We recommend that the Kenyan government be more intentional in supporting VAC network 
actors at all levels for accelerated response to, and eventual elimination of, VAC. Better 
networking among state and non-state actors is needed to eliminate duplication of roles. 
Additionally, better connections among actors will increase network functionality and reduce 
donor-induced networking and the associated disadvantages. We recommend that further research 
be undertaken to explore the enabling environment for children’s networks in both preventing and 
responding to VAC. 
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