
                                                                  
 

 
 

 

  TRAINING REFLECTION #7 

January 2021 

  

"What matters is not so much what I give but how I give it" 

Saint Vincent de Paul 

 

 

         

 

 

 
 

This material, which we are sending you in the form of five training reflections, is based on the 

Systemic Change Manual prepared by the International Vincentian Family Commission for 

Promoting Systemic Change, as well as on one of the AIC Diploma modules.  

It is inspired by the charism of St Vincent de Paul and St Louise.  

Today, more than ever, in our work with people living in poverty, the idea of handouts must be 

discarded. Our mission must focus on empowering people, considering them as agents of their 

own lives and protagonists of their own development. 

We believe that change must be global, holistic and systemic.  

What has motivated us to work in this direction is the awareness that often our projects are good, 

but they do not succeed in transforming people's lives in depth. We see that poverty is constant, 

that injustices still exist within institutions, that globalisation has not been beneficial in all aspects, 

and that people living in poverty are crying out for our help in many ways.  

We, as Christians and Vincentians, feel committed to respond to these cries. We follow the 

example of St. Vincent, who taught us that we must “act together against poverty and its causes”.  

We often ask ourselves: Why are some projects not transformative? What causes projects to 

succeed or fail? What strategies have been put in place to make projects successful? 

We have come to the conclusion that we often try to help people on an individual level, without 

considering that there are many factors and circumstances involved in the problem of poverty.   

SYSTEMIC CHANGE from a Vincentian perspective 

Part 1 



                                                                  
 

 
 

Basic Principles of Systemic Change 

 

 

 

Systems Theory tells us that we are all part of the system. Each one of us is an element of the 

system.  It is impossible not to be part of the system. 

What is a system? A system is an entity that maintains its existence and functioning as a whole 

through the interaction of its parts.  

How does it behave? Each element affects and is affected by the other elements of the system. 

A change in one of the elements of the system, whether positive or negative, affects the whole 

system. 

In its essence, a system is a whole, a unified compound of parts that work together. The system 

works through the interaction of its parts, and is in fact greater than the sum of its parts. As the 

parts interact, they influence each other continuously, for better or for worse. For example, 

physicists and astronomers see the universe as a system. If a star explodes, everything in the 

universe feels the effect of the explosion. Medical science sees the body as a system. A sick kidney 

affects the blood, and sick blood affects all the other organs. If I break my ankle, I feel pain, and 

the pain will affect my general sense of well-being and my character. That in turn will affect the 

way I deal with others. A broken ankle will also negatively affect my walking. As a result, my thigh 

and back will start to bother me too. With a throbbing ankle and a painful back, I may also get a 

headache or be in a bad mood. All this will affect my work or my way of studying.  

Society is a system. If the elements that influence people's lives within the system (family, work, 

food, health care, education, moral values, etc.) work in a positive way, people's condition 

improves.  If one or more of these elements fail, the whole system begins to collapse. 

The various sciences increasingly share a common conviction: the unified nature of reality. They 

all recognize that reality is complex, but at the same time, they affirm that “everything is 

connected to everything else”. 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                  
 

 
 

An Example of How Systemic Change Works 

 

 
 

 

We all live within an economic system whose elements interact with each other. If the system 

works well, it favors the development of the people in it. If not, it prevents growth and accelerates 

deterioration. If, for example, I don't have a job, I don't make any money. If I don't earn money, I 

can't buy food for my family. If my children do not have enough food, they will suffer from 

malnutrition. If they are malnourished, they will not be able to study well. If they do not study 

well, they will not receive their high school diploma. If they do not receive a school diploma, they 

may not be able to get a job. If they do not get a job, they will not earn money. And so the circle 

starts again.  

***** 

The challenge for the systems thinker is to know where and when the circle can be broken. 

In short, Systemic Change is: 

- A process that favors a structural or deeply rooted change of a whole system (for us a 

project, a situation of poverty, a community, the society, etc.). 

- It is a change that leads to a radical transformation of the lives of excluded people, 

through specific strategies that are necessary to produce such changes. 

 

WORK 
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Example of a Project 

 

 

 

In Burundi, there is a project called “Food security for all”.  

Burundi is the second poorest country in the world according to 

the IMF classification in 2019. More than 55 percent of children 

suffer from chronic malnutrition and more than 60 percent of the 

population is in the category requiring food aid. One of the main 

reasons for this food shortage is the commercial system of 

collecting food during the harvest period and reselling the same 

products at exorbitant prices during the lean season.  

The project consists of raising awareness about the preservation 

of agricultural products and building sheds for the preservation 

of basic foodstuffs. The project aims to stabilize the prices of basic 

foodstuffs such as beans, rice and maize. 

The volunteers help raise awareness among the population and encourage people to join 

agricultural production cooperatives. In addition, they support families in ensuring that their 

crops are well conserved and protected from bacteria. 

To ensure the continuity of the 

project, the volunteers have 

established a chain of self-

education among the 

beneficiaries. Each participant is 

committed to changing the 

mentality of his or her loved 

ones. Today, the whole 

community is working to change 

old practices. 

The volunteers work in collaboration with nutrition agencies in Burundi such as the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Livestock. They are also supported by the Congregation of the Bene Yozefu 

Brothers. 

 

 



                                                                  
 

 
 

 

Questions for reflection:  

1. Have you identified in your group the systems that affect the beneficiaries of your 

Vincentian work (e.g., family, city where they live, country, nearby schools, etc.)? List how 

they affect each other. 

2. Identify how these factors affect the poverty situation of these people. 

 

For more information: International Vincentian Family Commission for Promoting Systemic Change - 

Systemic Change Manual: https://app.box.com/s/x9xcupw3e0l4rsq8pzqc/file/483935167637 

 

https://app.box.com/s/x9xcupw3e0l4rsq8pzqc/file/483935167637


                                                                 

 

Definition of Systemic Change 

 

 

          
TRAINING REFLECTION #8 

February 2021 
  

"What matters is not so much what I give but how I give it." 

   Saint Vincent de Paul 
        

  

 

 

 

 

“Do we truly realize that something is wrong in a world where there are so many 

farmworkers without land, so many families without a home, so many labourers without 

rights, so many persons whose dignity is not respected? […] So, if we do realize all this, 

let’s not be afraid to say it: we need change; we want change.” – Pope Francis 

 

 

Systemic Change for those living in poverty goes beyond providing food, clothing, shelter 

and alleviating immediate needs. Systemic Change empowers beneficiaries to engage in 

identifying the roots of their poverty and provides them with tools to strategize, including 

demanding their rights and changing the structures that keep them in poverty. Systemic 

Change requires a transformation in the way we see, judge and act.  

The Vincentian Family Commission for Promoting Systemic Change has set out some 

essential criteria that every project must meet in order to be considered a Systemic Change 

project, such as:  

 Participation of people living in poverty: Working with people living in poverty, not 

for them. There is no radical change if they are not involved. 

 

 

SYSTEMIC CHANGE from a Vincentian perspective 

Basic Concepts 
Part 2 



                                                                 

 

 

 Social Impact: Intervention of the different systems that interact in a given problem.  

This is the main characteristic: the project helps to change the life situation of the 

people it aims to benefit in a holistic way. Different projects must work together to 

have a long-term social impact. This impact will only be achieved through the 

intervention of the different systems that interact on a given problem.  

 Sustainability: Projects must continue with their own dynamic, even if the leaders or 

facilitators are no longer there. Projects must be self-sustaining, with guaranteed 

economic and human resources. 

The project helps to create the social structures necessary for permanent change in 

the lives of people living in poverty, such as jobs, education, housing, access to clean 

water and sufficient food. 

 Multiplier Effect: Projects can be replicated, adapted to different contexts. 

The project can be adapted to solve similar problems elsewhere. The philosophy or 

spirituality underlying the project, the strategies it employs and the techniques it 

uses can be applied in a variety of circumstances.  

 Innovation: Modification of traditional practices. 

The project must be able to produce significant social change by transforming 

traditional practices.  

 Co-responsibility and Networking: Engaging others in the vision and involving them 

in achieving a common goal. 

 

Systemic Change invites us to: 

 See the person living in poverty as the “central” element of the process. 

 Understand the systems affecting people in the form of a diagram, as each person 

has links with others. 

 Look at the strategies that successful projects have implemented. 

 



                                                                 

 

 

NOTE: To better understand these criteria, we are going to look at a project run by AIC in 

the Dominican Republic that meets all of them and is a true Systemic Change project. In the 

file in appendix, you will find a summary of the project and an analysis of each of the criteria.  

 

Questions for reflection:  

1. Do you think that the project currently underway in your Vincentian group is a 

transformative project?  

If your answer is yes, in what way does it change the long-term poverty situation of 

the beneficiaries? 

If your answer is no, plan with your group what actions could be implemented so that 

your project has a strong impact, with support from different elements of the 

surrounding environment. 

2. Analyse as a group all the services you provide, how many Systemic Change criteria 

you meet and what changes you would have to make in order for your projects to 

become Systemic Change projects. 

 



                                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROJECT NAME: “Uniting willpower: women and young people in productive solidarity 

for a stronger community” 

ASSOCIATION RESPONSIBLE: AIC-Dominican Republic 

WHO THE PROJECT IS FOR: Originally 400 female heads of household and young pregnant 

women who had not finished school-level studies. 160 beneficiaries have subsequently 

been added to the project. 

OBJECTIVES:  

 To develop productive projects: so that the beneficiaries can enter the labour 

market having been trained to carry out income-generating activities.  

 To develop complementary projects: to complement the productive project with 

additional actions. One is about ensuring that the beneficiary group is able to 

manage their rights as citizens before the Dominican state thanks to a human 

development programme, which is a means of individual and collective 

empowerment that improves quality of life. In addition, work is being done on the 

following issues: cohabitation as a couple, maternal and paternal responsibility, and 

special programmes with children, pregnant and non-pregnant adolescents, the 

elderly and the disabled. There are also projects in the cultural, sports and 

environmental areas. 

Appendix 

Sewing skills workshop 



                                                                 

 

Analysis of the Systemic Change project 

 

 

 

 

 

A) PARTICIPATION OF THE PEOPLE LIVING IN POVERTY: The project was developed by 

the communities themselves, especially women of working age with children to 

support. They shared their needs and desires to get out of poverty, and then 

committed themselves to carrying out direct actions, by providing labour, tools, 

premises, raw materials, claims, and 

self-management with regards to the 

State and social aid institutions.  

As the project progressed, it was 

adapted to the reality and the 

requests of the beneficiaries.  

The beneficiaries have learned to 

claim their rights from the local 

authorities and, at the same time, 

they are now listened to through the 

local organisational structures. 

B) SOCIAL IMPACT: The project is based on a holistic vision of Systemic Change that 

includes human needs; individual, social, cultural and economic situations; the 

strengthening of spiritual life and the improvement of basic services such as drinking 

water, education, health, and the relationship with nature. The community is 

working towards having a decent life and obtaining other rights to which they are 

entitled. Community members work together to claim their rights from the state. 

Different complementary activities have been organised related to training (for 

example, in entrepreneurship, income and family integration) and empowerment, 

as well as the organisation of or participation in forums that raise awareness about 

women's rights. 

The project focuses on empowering people through different types of training: 

 

 

Community sports for young people  



                                                                 

 

 

1. Training in production, which allows for reintegration into the labour market, 

such as the following productive workshops: 

o Rural production: Cooperative for 

agricultural production 

o Rural production: Poultry breeding 

o Production of articles for the home 

and general health 

o Technical and professional training 

workshop 

o Workshop for the production of 

chemical products for the home 

o Community sports for young 

people 

o Technical-professional education for young people (courses in secretarial 

work, computer science, computer repair, technical-professional English, 

and a course on general health).  

2. Training in knowledge of citizens' rights. 

C) SUSTAINABILITY: Focusing on income-generating activities and vulnerable groups 

(women and young people) guarantees both a self-help dynamic and the 

sustainability of the project as a whole. There is a willingness among young people 

and women to prepare themselves technically and academically to achieve a higher 

income in order to raise their standard of living and quality of life, and they therefore 

commit themselves to participating in the training and production programmes that 

are carried out in the project and that ensure its sustainability. 

The instructors focus not only on the skills being taught, but also on strengthening 

the participants' self-confidence, their ability to dream and to realize their dreams.  

D) MULTIPLIER EFFECT: So that the project could be replicated elsewhere, a leaflet was 

produced presenting the spirituality that underpins the project, as well as the 

objectives, strategies and practical actions that were taken to achieve its goals.  

In addition, a team was set up to maintain the spirit of the project and to offer help 

to those who wished to replicate it. Before the pandemic, it was set to be replicated 

by some women who wanted to form a holistic training centre to produce furniture.  

Carpentry skills workshop  



                                                                 

 

 

Unfortunately, this has had to be suspended, but as soon as the situation improves, 

it will be resumed. 

E) INNOVATION: The government or local authorities already provide the local 

community with training for women and young people. The novel feature of the 

project is that it offers additional support to participants during and after the 

training, facilitating the creation of income-

generating activities and encouraging the 

involvement of beneficiaries in activities that 

transform their lives.  

A second feature is that the project aims to 

develop production projects, while at the 

same time, beneficiaries receive additional 

support (training in advocacy, human rights 

and human development) to build self-confidence, skills, entrepreneurship and 

community participation. 

F) CORRESPONSIBILITY AND NETWORKING: Networking is a great strength of the 

project and has enabled the volunteers to: 

o Have the support of community members. 

o Take advantage of existing structures so that women and young people can 

use them instead of having to create their own programmes and cover the 

costs involved. 

o Collaborate with various organisations such as the Federation of 

Neighbourhood Councils in that area of the country. 

o Receive support from the local church, which provided them with office 

space and offered land to build a community centre where some courses 

have been started. 

o Obtain funds for the project. 

 

NOTE: On the AIC International website (www.aic-international.org), you will find the projects that we will be 

presenting in the Systemic Change training reflections. If you would like to know more about them, we invite 

you to visit our website: Project in Burundi – Project in the Dominican Republic. 

Human rights awareness workshop 

http://www.aic-international.org/
http://www.aic-international.org/en/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/02/AIC-Project-Burundi-Food-Systemic-Change-EN-2021.pdf
http://www.aic-international.org/en/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/01/AIC-Project-Dom-Rep-prof-reintegration-EN-2021.pdf


 

 
 

 

          
TRAINING REFLECTION #9 

March 2021 
  

"What matters is not so much what I give but how I give it." 

Saint Vincent de Paul 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

“The task of evangelization implies and demands the integral promotion of each human being.” 

“The worst discrimination which the poor suffer is the lack of spiritual care.” – Pope Francis 

St. Vincent, after a few years of trying to find himself as a young priest, gave himself to following 

Christ as an evangeliser and servant of the poor. He was convinced that the actions of Christ's 

followers are the signs of God's providence in the world. He wrote to a friend: “There is no better 

way to assure our eternal happiness than to live and die in the service of the poor”. 

As we know, he founded the Confraternities of Charity and laid a spiritual and financial foundation 

for all the works of charity he started: evangelising the most disadvantaged people and helping 

them materially. A dynamic mixture of the spiritual and the practical is the cornerstone of the 

foundations of Vincentian spirituality. 

In his first apostolic exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis tells us that people in poverty 

suffer more from not knowing that they are loved by God than from material deprivation.  This is 

why the proclamation of the Gospel is a source of richness. 

The process of change must be underpinned by a set of Christian values and beliefs such as the 

Social Doctrine of the Church and the Vincentian charism. 

Systemic change helps us to bring about change in the lives of people living in poverty and thus 

change our own: to evangelise and to be evangelised is an important feature of the heritage of 

the Vincentian charism. 

 

SYSTEMIC CHANGE from a Vincentian perspective 

Vincentian Spirituality and Systemic Change 
Part 3 



 

 
 

Ten Seeds of Systemic Change in the Works of St Vincent de Paul 

 

Vincentian spirituality is manifested through: 

 “Affective and effective love”;  

 A spirituality intimately “directed to action”; 

 “Creative love to infinity”; 

 Prayer and action, reflection and service, faith and charity.  

And taking these principles into account helps us to:  

 See the world in a different way; 

 Support those most in need to see for themselves and not through us; 

 See the world of people in poverty more closely; 

 Create a new mentality; 

 Seek new approaches in working with and for those most in need. 

 

 

 

Vincent de Paul saw an urgent need and imagined a creative solution. It is very important to know 

St. Vincent de Paul not only as a 17th century saint, but also as a leader and entrepreneur of 

innovative actions to help disadvantaged people out of poverty and misery. 

Within the context of his time, Vincent de Paul expressed many ideas related to Systemic Change: 

1 Effective and affective love  Changing social structures 

2 Evangelisation in word and action   Integral evangelisation 

3 Spiritually and materially  Holistic service 

4 See Christ in the face of the poor person  Love and high quality in service 

5 Châtillon  Organisation 

6 Contracts and rules  Solid foundations as a basis for 

sustainability 

7 Simplicity  Transparency 

8 The “little schools”  Education and building skills for work 

9 Collaboration at all levels  Creation of networks 

10 His role in court  The use of political actions 

 

Note: In the file in appendix below, we present a project from AIC-Colombia, in which we find 

many of the elements that have just been presented. We finish by highlighting a few of them.   



 

 
 

 

On the AIC International website (www.aic-international.org), you will also find the projects that 

we are presenting in the Systemic Change training reflections. If you would like to know more 

about them, we invite you to visit our website: Project in Colombia 

 

 

Questions:  

1. List the characteristics of Vincentian spirituality that you identify in the projects currently 

underway in your group. 

2. Do you think your projects could include any more of these characteristics?  

3. If the answer is YES, discuss with your group what action plan you would implement to 

achieve this. 

 

  

http://www.aic-international.org/
http://www.aic-international.org/en/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/03/2021-02_Project_Colombia_Patio-Bonito_Intra-family-violence_EN.pdf


 

 
 

 
 
                                                                 

 

 

 PROJECT NAME: “Parents: trained for zero intra-

family violence” 

ASSOCIATION RESPONSIBLE: AIC-Patio Bonito-Bogotá, 

Colombia 

EXPLANATION:    

We are a team of 12 volunteers. Our project was born from 

a desire we have at AIC-Patio Bonito in Bogotá to generate 

a change in mentality to help create happier households for 

the children and parents at the San Juan Gabriel Perboyre school (a Vincentian project). 

Through the all-encompassing education project with the children, we knew that they are 

capable of transforming their thoughts and bringing about changes in adults, but we 

wanted to go further, helping the adults to become better people and parents.  

We recognise that every role requires preparation, so we have designed a training 

programme for fathers and mothers, which is based on personal recognition of going from 

being children to being parents, situating these periods in their respective eras and 

examining the generational changes that have taken place.  

The Patio Bonito neighbourhood is close to the "Corabastos" market place, which provides 

more than 80% of the food for the city of Bogotá and nearby cities. The majority of the 

children we serve are sons and daughters of dysfunctional or reconstituted families that 

generate intra-family violence. There are also single mothers and/or fathers, waste 

recyclers, or street vendors: working fathers and mothers who dedicate little time to their 

children, leaving them in the hands of their grandparents.  

There are parents who work at night, often using alcohol in their lives, families who start 

work in the early hours of the morning, meaning that they cannot properly care for their 

children, in general, people who are not prepared to take on the responsibility of being 

parents.  However, we also have families who are well constituted but require the training 

and services offered by AIC. In total, there are 200 beneficiary families. 

Appendix 



 

 
 

 

 

OBJECTIVE: 

To reduce the number of women and children affected by intra-family violence through 

the education of parents in order to strengthen the families of the future with principles 

such as love of God, unity, truth and tolerance.   

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE PROJECT:  

 Semi-personalised accompaniment of parents in their training process. 

 A steady number of students is maintained. 

 Creation of a study plan for each grade. 

 Support through practical workshops for small groups run by AIC volunteers. 

Law 1404 (2010)/Law 2025 (23rd July 2020): 

"Encourage the participation of parents and guardians of children and adolescents in all 

their education: academic, social, values and principles of preschool, elementary and middle 

school students in public and private institutions". 

"Educational institutions, taking into account their particular environment and realities, shall 

encourage the participation of parents and guardians, with the aim of strengthening their 

capacities for comprehensive education and to detect, inform about and prevent situations 

that threaten the physical and mental health of children and adolescents." 

 

 

“Parents: trained for zero intra-family violence” 

Evolution of the project: 

 Session 1: Where have we come from? 

 Session 2: What kind of parents are we? 

 Session 3: What kind of fathers and mothers are we raising? 

 Session 4: Good fathers and mothers in the past, now and always 



 

 
 

ANALYSIS OF THE PROJECT USING SYSTEMIC CHANGE CRITERIA: 

 

 

In conclusion, the change in mentality created in this project with the parents will be seen 

in the behaviour of their children when they become the parents of the future; the example 

that the parents set today will shape their children’s behaviour later on. If today we train 

ourselves to avoid violence, strengthen dialogue and gain a 

deeper understanding of ourselves as adults and as children, 

we will manage to have families where there is no intra-family 

violence. Our project has no time limit, the results cannot be 

seen at first glance, they can be seen in the motivation that we 

give to the people who follow our programme and who want 

to raise the parents of the future with zero violence in their 

homes.  Our reward is to be able to see happy children, valued 

women, happy families and zero violence.   

 

 

This project is very appropriate and necessary in these times of pandemic. Intra-family 

violence has increased at an alarming rate due to the intense coexistence that families 

have when they are totally or partially confined to their homes. 

Analysing the project according to the concepts that we have studied in the Systemic 

Change reflection #3, we reach the following conclusions:  

1) The evangelising task implies and requires the full empowerment of each human 

being. 

This project tries to reduce the number of women and children affected by intra-family 

violence through the education of parents in order to strengthen the families of the 

future with principles such as love of God, unity, truth and tolerance.   

2) Spiritually and materially  Holistic service  

Systemic change helps us to change the lives of people living in poverty. When 

we help them to be good parents, we recognise that every role requires preparation, 

so we have designed a training programme for fathers and mothers, which is based on 

personal recognition of going from being children to being parents, situating these 

periods in their respective eras and examining the generational changes that have 

taken place.  



 

 
 

 

3) Taking these principles into account helps us see the world in a different way and 

look more closely at the world of people living in poverty. 

The majority of the children we serve are sons and daughters of dysfunctional or 

reconstituted families that generate intra-family violence. There are also single mothers 

and/or fathers, waste recyclers, or street vendors: working fathers and mothers who 

dedicate little time to their children, leaving them in the hands of their grandparents.  

4) Evangelisation in word and action  Integral evangelisation 

Supporting people in poverty to see for themselves and not through us. The 

project aims to “encourage the participation of parents and guardians, with the aim of 

strengthening their capacities for comprehensive education and to detect, inform 

about and prevent situations that threaten the physical and mental health of children 

and adolescents”. 

5) Affective and effective love  Changing social structures and creating a new 

mentality 

Our project aims to encourage parents to change their mentality and see themselves 

in the future as ambassadors of zero violence in their homes. Our reward is to be able 

to see happy children, valued women, happy families and zero violence.  

6) Saint Vincent’s role in court  The use of political actions 

"Encourage the participation of parents and guardians of children and adolescents in all 

their education: academic, social, values and principles of preschool, elementary and 

middle school students in public and private institutions". 

 

 
 

 
 

NB. All photos were taken in 2019, before the pandemic. 



 

 

 
 

          
TRAINING REFLECTION #10 

April 2021 
  

"What matters is not so much what I give but how I give it." 
Saint Vincent de Paul 

 

 

  

 
 
 

 

 
For us, the meaning of life must be the proclamation of the Gospel, a proclamation in words, 

but above all in deeds. Actions that are direct, supportive and liberating are the expression 

of our great love of God. 

In the fight against poverty, the fundamental question is: “How can we overcome poverty”? 

And the most assertive answer is: “Let’s help people in poverty by listening to them, taking 

into account their dignity as children of God and serving them in an holistic way”.  We have 

to transform people's hearts. 

Pope Francis encourages us: “Service always looks to their faces, touches their flesh, senses 

their closeness and even, in some cases, ‘suffers’ that closeness and tries to help them. Service 

is never ideological, for we do not serve ideas, we serve people” Fratelli Tutti (115). 

Here are five strategies to combat poverty directly.  They all have the same objective: to show 

God's love for us in a practical way in everyday life. 

Strategy 1: Reaching out and listening to people experiencing poverty  

This can be done by listening carefully, understanding the needs and aspirations of vulnerable 

people, creating an atmosphere of mutual respect and trust, increasing their self-esteem and 

helping them to become aware of their dignity as children of God, reaffirming their right to 

control their own destiny. 

Little by little, poverty suffocates people. The most disadvantaged people get used to the 

worst situations and lose interest in life.  By listening to them, we can rekindle the fire that 

has been extinguished after years of suffering and despair.  

The contribution of people living in poverty is the most important element.  We must listen 

to their needs by working with them.   

 

SYSTEMIC CHANGE from a Vincentian perspective 

Five strategies to fight poverty 
Part 4 



 

 

 

Strategy 2: Planning together what we are going to do and committing to it 

Without the participation of beneficiaries in the design of projects aimed at breaking the cycle 

of poverty, no sustainable systemic change can be achieved. 

Projects must be drawn up jointly, taking into account all the dimensions of the human person, 

body, heart, and mind.   

As St Vincent says, “in your ministry, work first and teach second”. The proclamation of the 

Good News will resonate in people's hearts when we offer a vibrant testimony, by being and 

working with the most disadvantaged people, and strengthening a community that shows the 

Lord's love for all of us. 

It is important to think in practical terms and adapt programmes to the real local conditions.  

We should use simple language that can be understood by all.   

Strategy 3: Involving young people   

Despite the poverty they experience, young people living on the streets sometimes have 

extraordinary energy and enthusiasm. Young people are the seeds from which the future will 

grow. It is essential to include them in all community projects. If they are given responsibility, 

they gradually develop the capacity to deal with problems. Education is the foundation of the 

future.    

Father Pedro Opeka CM, stresses the importance of the role of women and especially young 

people as a fundamental human resource to bring about systemic change; and the education 

of children as an essential step towards a better future. “Women and children are the flesh 

and blood of the project. They have the enthusiasm and hope necessary for the success of any 

project”. 

Strategy 4: Showing deep respect for local culture 

As Vincentians, we must be attentive, respect local culture and avoid sharing values that are 

foreign to the people we support. We must evangelize all cultures and all evangelization must 

be inculturated, in other words, we have to harmonize Christianity with local cultures. 

Cultural values are transmitted by various methods and means: religion, rites, legends, 

folklore, customs, sayings, music, physical symbols, and it is all this that we must know, value, 

respect and take into account when we try to evangelise.  

Each society is unique, with its own shared culture and wisdom. Programmes must respect 

local customs. It is absolutely essential to create a link between one generation and the next.  

When we are going to help a group, it is advisable to start by listening to the older people, as 

they have wisdom and experience. We can thus show respect for the heritage left by the 

ancestors. 

 



 

 

 

Pope Francis reminds us: “We are heirs to the dreams of our elders, heirs to the hope that did 

not disappoint … our older brothers and sisters. We are heirs to those who have gone before 

us and had the courage to dream”. 

Strategy 5: Promoting spiritual enrichment  

Material progress never fully satisfies the thirst of the human heart. Our minds are constantly 

searching for the meaning of life. The spark of God, present in each one of us, pushes us as 

human beings beyond the limited horizons of our daily lives. 

The knowledge of God's love impels us to love each person; knowing that we are God's 

beloved creatures leads us to fraternal charity and, in turn, fraternal love brings us closer to 

God and makes us like him. The person who truly knows God immediately recognises him in 

all disadvantaged people, in those who beg for bread or love on the margins of society.  

People living in poverty also need our spiritual care. We can observe with sadness that the 

worst kind of discrimination they suffer is the lack of spiritual care. The vast majority of 

disadvantaged people have a particular openness to faith; they need God and we cannot fail 

to offer them His friendship, His blessing, His Word, the celebration of the sacraments and the 

proposal of a path of growth and maturity in faith. The preferential option for the poor must 

above all be translated into privileged and priority spiritual attention. 

Saint Vincent teaches us that if our Lord asks us to evangelise the poor, this is what He has 

done and wants to continue doing through us. 

The interior life is necessary, it must be sought after.  If it is lacking, everything is lacking.  

 

Questions for reflection: 

1. In your group, do you use all the strategies mentioned in this reflection? 

2. If so, explain how you proceed. 

3. If you are not using all the strategies, think about how you could implement them. 

4. Do you think all the strategies are important to implement? 

 

  



 

 

 
 
 

 
 

PROJECT NAME: Tsiry Project 

OBJECTIVE OF THE PROJECT:  

The “TSIRY” project (meaning “seeds” in Malagasy) is a vast education project set up in 2010 by a group 

of AIC volunteers to support children who are out of school and illiterate adults, primarily women, in 

the southeast of Madagascar.   

This project aims at the fulfilment of the human person in all his or her dimensions.  It also intends to 

encourage a change of attitude in society in general, notably through an awareness of the importance 

of working in collaboration and as a network to foster the development of everyone.  

 

STRATEGY 1: REACHING OUT AND LISTENING TO PEOPLE EXPERIENCING POVERTY 

The volunteers initiated the project after meeting many young people who were out of school and a 

large number of illiterate adults and elderly people in several remote towns and villages in southeast 

Madagascar.   

Through discussions with the inhabitants of several of these places, the volunteers learned that many 

children and young people did not have access to school or had to drop out before finishing their basic 

education.  It was also explained that these young people were often forced to work or beg for food.   

Meanwhile, adults and older people shared with them that they experienced illiteracy as a handicap, 

that this situation had many repercussions in their daily lives and that they felt marginalised.  

During these meetings, the volunteers talked at length with all these people about the benefits of 

education. All of them, both young people and adults, then expressed their desire to learn to read, 

write and count.    

In response to the many requests received from different villages or parishes, the volunteers decided 

to initiate a vast education project aimed at both children and adults. After investigation and in 

collaboration with several local FAMVIN branches, they chose to implement the project in 18 sites, 

particularly in more isolated areas of the Diocese of Farafangana. 

 

Appendix* 

* For more information about this project, see the AIC International website: www.aic-international.org, where you will find 

all the projects we are presenting in the Systemic Change reflections: Project in Madagascar 

 

http://www.aic-international.org/
http://www.aic-international.org/en/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/04/AIC-project-Madagascar-education-Tsiry-2021-ENG.pdf


 

 

 

STRATEGY 2: PLANNING TOGETHER WHAT WE ARE GOING TO 

DO AND COMMITTING TO IT 

Local committees were set up at each site.  These were made up 

of FAMVIN members, village leaders, school headmasters, etc. 

Meetings and exchanges were held with the leaders of these local 

committees to see how to implement the project.  In particular, 

each local committee undertook to find rooms available for the 

implementation of the project. 

The local population was immediately delighted to collaborate. 

All of them wanted to participate by making a firm commitment 

according to their means and skills: building huts, making benches 

with local materials, preparing meals for the children's school 

canteen, providing land to initiate small income-generating 

projects, etc. All the active forces in the different localities were 

thus involved.   

All the parties involved were careful to plan and organise the 

work well, taking into account the different aspects of the project: 

drawing up a timetable; training the monitors and instructors; 

developing a method for giving the various training courses; 

dividing up the tasks between the various stakeholders and 

working with the local authorities; fundraising; drafting the 

activity and financial reports for the donors. Evaluation is 

conducted by the diocesan committee and the missionary 

inspectors.   

Every year, adults who wish to follow a training course enrol. 

Aware of the advantages of the project, they do not hesitate to 

take time off from working in the fields (2h30, 3 or 4 times a 

week) to follow the courses during the 6 months of training. 

During the graduation ceremony, each participant receives 

funding which enables him or her to initiate, with the other 

participants from his or her class, a joint income-generating 

activity.  The beneficiaries generally choose an activity they 

already know (e.g. agriculture, micro-credits).  

STRATEGY 3: INVOLVING YOUNG PEOPLE 

Aware that the education of young people is a priority for building a better future, the volunteers felt 

it was essential that the project should also be aimed at young people who had dropped out of school.  

The project therefore aims to encourage their reintegration into the school environment.  In addition, 

a school canteen is available to them at midday throughout the school year.  This motivates them and 

contributes to improving their health and school results.  

One aspect of the project focuses on supporting adolescents in obtaining the diploma given at the end 

of the first stage of basic education.  This has been the focus of the project for several years, and now  

 



 

 

 

a new section has been set up to meet the demand of young people who have completed their basic 

education and wish to pursue vocational and/or technical studies.  

Subsequently, some young people sometimes become instructors in their turn to accompany the new 

groups of young people or adults. They bring extraordinary energy and enthusiasm to the project.  

They help to promote change.  

STRATEGY 4: SHOWING DEEP RESPECT FOR LOCAL CULTURE 

At each site, the Fokontany chiefs (local elected officials who have authority over the community) as 

well as the Mpanjaka (representatives of the tribe who provide the link between previous and current 

generations) were consulted before the project was implemented, as any decision concerning the 

community must have the approval of these entities.  Since the beginning of the project, they have 

also been automatically invited to all graduation ceremonies.  

In addition, the 18 instructors in the project were recruited from the local communities.  They are thus 

close to the beneficiaries, know and share with them the local culture and have their trust.  Exchanges 

between the beneficiaries and the leaders are thus easier, which contributes greatly to the success of 

the project.  

STRATEGY 5: PROMOTING SPIRITUAL ENRICHMENT 

Spiritual formation is a very important dimension of the project.  Fathers of the Mission follow the 

instructors in the different sites. They are responsible for the spiritual accompaniment of the project 

beneficiaries.  They help them to become aware of their dignity, their identity as children of God loved 

by Him, and the different talents they have received from Him.  In the absence of a Father of the 

Mission, it is a Daughter of Charity or a lay catechist who takes care of the spiritual guidance.  

The presentation of certificates to the adults who have followed the courses is always done in church 

during a Eucharistic celebration.  Young people are invited to attend catechism classes in their parish.  

As soon as the adult beneficiaries have learned to read, they are spiritually enriched by reading the 

Gospel, which they have been introduced to by the missionary fathers.  This helps to strengthen their 

faith.  They are also able to participate more actively in the liturgy by taking part in the readings during 

services. 

At the beginning of the project, the bishop offered a bible to each participant in the literacy classes to 

enable them to learn to read the bible.  The beneficiaries were thus encouraged to continue reading 

after the training and to share the Gospel with their children to promote the spiritual enrichment of 

all. 
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“What matters is not so much what I give but how I give it.” 

Saint Vincent de Paul 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

This point deserves a special mention. Social impact is one of the essential characteristics 

of Systemic Change, i.e. a project must help to change the overall life situation of the 

beneficiaries. Projects using the systemic change methodology must deliver long-term 

social impact.    

This impact will only be achieved through the intervention of the different systems that 

interact in a problem. In other words, we can change the life of a person or a family, and 

this is very good, but changing the life of a person or a family is not understood as Systemic 

Change. To be a Systemic Change project it is necessary to change the reality of the social 

context as a whole.  

For a project to have social impact, it is necessary that all aspects of life in a given 

community are covered. 

This implies:  

a) Involving the beneficiaries. 

b) Understanding that change must revolve around common and well-articulated 

values. 

c) Involving the various dimensions of the human person: cultural, social, spiritual, 

economic, environmental, etc.  

Periodic evaluation of the project:  

In addition to reflecting on the social impact our project is having, which is obviously a long-

term measurement, we consider that it is also highly advisable to schedule periodic 

evaluations of any project being undertaken.  

It is important to think about how the results of the project are going to be evaluated from 

the beginning in order to make adjustments along the way to achieve the objectives.  

SYSTEMIC CHANGE from a Vincentian perspective 

Evaluation of the social impact of our projects 
& Method for transforming existing projects 

Part 5 



 

 

Method for transforming existing projects 

 

 

 

 

After having looked at different elements of Systemic Change through these five training 
reflections, we now want to share with you a method for transforming existing projects. 

If we are already working on a certain project and when analysing it we find that it does not 
contain all the elements of systemic change, we might ask ourselves: Do we have to stop 
the project we are involved in and start all over again using the Systemic Change 
methodology? The answer is: No! You can gradually transform an existing project into a 
project that contains all the elements of Systemic Change.  

The Vincentian Family’s International Commission for Promoting Systemic Change proposes 
the following steps: 

 As a starting point, carry out an analysis of the reality of the people involved. Start 
with a serious analysis of the local reality by listening carefully to understand the 
needs and aspirations of people experiencing poverty, creating an atmosphere of 
mutual respect and trust and promoting self-esteem. 

 Creation of a guiding team to promote education, training and spiritual formation 
for all the participants in the project. This team should also be in charge of training 
multiplier agents who can pass on what they have gained from the project.  

 Building a shared vision with the various participants and decision-makers. This 
vision can then be communicated more widely so that it gains acceptance. 

 Empowering others to act on the vision, training effective multiplier agents and 
visionary leaders in the community.  

 Creating short-term goals by implementing coherent strategies, starting modestly, 
delegating tasks and responsibilities, providing quality services, being respectful of 
the dignity of each person.  

 Persevering, not wavering. “Love is inventive, even to infinity,” repeated St Vincent 
de Paul. Systemic Change is a never-ending process. Needs frequently change and 
set new paths.  

 Constantly evaluate the project and its 
outcomes through measurable 
indicators based on the results obtained.  
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To conclude these reflections, we will present some ideas from Jim Claffey, the current 

Coordinator of the Vincentian Family’s International Commission for Promoting Systemic 

Change: 

Systemic Change, in order to be effective and to achieve something real, must change the 

way we think about and carry out our service to others, especially people living in poverty.  

 It changes the way we see and analyse problems. 

 It changes how we judge issues.  

 It changes how we respond.  

If we truly want to help people trapped in poverty to create a better life, we have to 

constantly check that we are consciously applying the Systemic Change methodology to the 

work we do. 

NOT everything we do is Systemic Change. The incredible charitable work for which our 

Vincentian Family is well known and which may be wonderfully empowering for individuals 

and families, is not Systemic Change in its full sense. Its magnitude is limited and the change 

is often only temporary. If we truly see that everything is connected to everything else, 

forming systems in which we live, we will have a broader understanding of effective ways 

to introduce elements of change that lead to radical transformations.  

We could all question the long-term effects of what we do a little more, and we could 

certainly benefit from continued reflection on what constitutes real and lasting change. 

Final recommendations:  

 Start with simple, small actions that don't require a lot of money. 

 Foster interdependence and promote co-creativity.  

 Emphasise education and two-way exchanges. 

 
 

 

Questions for the conclusion of these five Systemic Change reflections: 

1. What new elements have you learned about the theory of Systemic Change? Or, 
what important and useful elements for your service have you been reminded of in 
relation to this topic?  

2. If, after studying the five reflections, you have realised that your existing projects do 
not contain all the elements of systemic change, we suggest you make a strategic 
plan with your group to gradually transform these projects.  



 

 

 
 
 

Proposed task: 

We would like each country to select a project that is currently underway and analyse it in 
the light of the SYSTEMIC CHANGE concepts that we have shared with you in these five 
reflections. 

Your analysis will reveal whether your project is a SYSTEMIC CHANGE project or not.  

If you realise after the analysis that your project is not a SYSTEMIC CHANGE project, we 
encourage you to make a plan to implement actions for change in order to gradually 
transform it into a project containing all the elements. 

We would then like to receive your analysed projects and know what actions you are going 
to implement to improve them. Please send this information to the AIC Training Team at 
gvergaramacip@gmail.com. We will publish your projects and initiatives for transformation 
on the AIC website as a motivation for other groups who are trying to make their services 
more effective. 

YOU CAN DO IT!!! 

Prayer 

We praise you and give you thanks,  
O God, Creator of the universe 

You have made all things good  
and given us the earth to cultivate.  

Grant that we may always know  
how to use your creations gratefully 

and share them generously with those in need. 

Give us creativity in helping people living in poverty  
to meet their basic human needs. 

Open our minds and hearts  
so that we may stand with them  

and help them to change the structures  
that keep them in poverty.  

Let us be brothers and sisters to them,  
friends who walk with them  

in their struggle for fundamental human rights.  

We ask this through Christ our Lord. 

mailto:gvergaramacip@gmail.com

