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ABSTRACT

This research develops a transformative intersectional framework for gender-responsive social protection policy
that enhances sustainable reintegration of Zimbabwean return migrants while addressing systemic inequalities
and digital divides. The study employs a decolonial policy analysis framework combined with digital
intersectionality lens to examine Zimbabwe's social protection architecture. Using a comprehensive desk review
methodology, the research analyses 78 policy documents, international frameworks, and peer-reviewed
publications from 2020-2025. The findings reveal significant colonial legacies embedded in Zimbabwe's social
protection system that perpetuate gender inequalities and exclude returnee migrants. Digital transformation
initiatives lack gender-responsive design, creating additional barriers for marginalized populations. The research
identifies five critical intersections where gender, migration status, age, disability, and rurality compound
vulnerabilities. Key results demonstrate that 67% of female returnees face multiple barriers accessing social
protection services, while digital initiatives have increased exclusion rates by 23% among elderly and disabled
migrants. The proposed Transformative Intersectional Social Protection Framework (TISPF) integrates
decolonial principles with digital inclusion strategies, offering a comprehensive approach to policy
transformation. The framework introduces innovative performance indicators measuring transformative impact
beyond traditional metrics, including empowerment indices and structural change assessments. Policy
recommendations emphasize participatory design processes, algorithmic bias mitigation, and community-based
implementation strategies. The research contributes to emerging scholarship on decolonial social protection
theory while providing practical tools for policymakers. This pioneering study advances understanding of
migration-development-protection nexus through intersectional vulnerability mapping and Al-informed policy
design. The framework's applicability extends to other post-colonial contexts, offering global relevance for
transformative social protection initiatives. The research establishes new theoretical foundations for gender-
responsive migration governance while addressing urgent practical needs in Zimbabwe's evolving migration
landscape.

Keywords: gender-responsive social protection, decolonial policy analysis, intersectional vulnerability, digital
transformation, migration governance, Zimbabwe, transformative frameworks

INTRODUCTION

Zimbabwe's complex migration dynamics present unprecedented challenges for social protection systems,
particularly regarding the sustainable reintegration of returnee migrants. As a country characterized by mixed-
migration patterns serving as origin, transit, and destination for migrants, Zimbabwe faces mounting pressure to
develop responsive frameworks that address the multifaceted vulnerabilities of returning populations
(Nzabamwita & Dinbabo, 2022). The intersection of colonial legacies, digital transformation, and persistent
gender inequalities creates a complex landscape requiring innovative theoretical and practical approaches to
social protection policy.

Contemporary social protection frameworks in Zimbabwe reflect deeply embedded colonial structures that
continue to marginalize vulnerable populations, particularly women, elderly, persons with disabilities, and
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returnee migrants (Hlungwani, 2024). These systems, designed during the colonial era to serve specific
demographic groups, have been inadequately transformed to address contemporary migration realities and
intersectional vulnerabilities. The persistence of these colonial legacies manifests in exclusionary practices,
bureaucratic barriers, and discriminatory implementation mechanisms that systematically disadvantage already
marginalized communities.

The emergence of digital transformation initiatives in social protection delivery, while offering potential for
improved accessibility and efficiency, has inadvertently created new forms of exclusion and discrimination
(Faith, 2024). Digital platforms designed without gender-responsive considerations often replicate and amplify
existing inequalities, creating additional barriers for vulnerable populations. The integration of artificial
intelligence and automated decision-making systems in social protection services raises critical questions about
algorithmic bias, data privacy, and equitable access to essential services.

Intersectional vulnerabilities among returnee migrants compound these challenges, as individuals navigate
multiple and overlapping systems of disadvantage based on gender, age, disability status, rurality, and migration
history (Izaguirre & Walsham, 2021). Traditional policy frameworks, operating through siloed approaches, fail
to address the complex realities of intersectional discrimination and vulnerability. The absence of comprehensive
intersectional analysis in policy design perpetuates systemic exclusion and undermines the effectiveness of social
protection interventions.

This research addresses critical gaps in existing literature by developing a transformative intersectional
framework that integrates decolonial theory with digital inclusion strategies. The study contributes to emerging
scholarship on decolonial social protection theory while providing practical tools for policymakers seeking to
create more equitable and responsive systems. By examining the migration-development-protection nexus
through an intersectional lens, this research offers innovative approaches to understanding and addressing
complex vulnerabilities in contemporary Zimbabwe.

The significance of this research extends beyond academic contribution to practical policy transformation. As
Zimbabwe continues to experience significant migration flows, particularly return migration from South Africa,
the need for comprehensive and responsive social protection systems becomes increasingly urgent. The proposed
framework offers a roadmap for transforming existing systems while addressing historical inequalities and
contemporary challenges. This research positions Zimbabwe as a potential leader in transformative social
protection innovation, with implications for other post-colonial contexts facing similar challenges in migration
governance and social protection delivery.

Research Questions

This research addresses five interconnected research questions that guide the investigation into transformative
gender-responsive social protection in Zimbabwe's migration context:

1. How can decolonial theoretical frameworks transform the conceptualization and implementation of
gender-responsive social protection policies for return migrants in Zimbabwe?

2. What are the gendered dimensions of digital transformation in social protection delivery, and how do
they intersect with migration status, age, and disability?

3. How do colonial legacies in Zimbabwe's social protection architecture perpetuate gender inequalities and
exclude returnee migrants?

4. What transformative policy innovations can address the multiple and intersecting vulnerabilities of
women, youth, elderly, and persons with disabilities among return migrants?

5. How can artificial intelligence and predictive analytics be ethically integrated into gender-responsive
social protection policy design and implementation?

These questions collectively explore the complex intersections between colonial legacies, digital transformation,
intersectional vulnerabilities, and transformative policy potential within Zimbabwe's social protection system,
providing a comprehensive framework for understanding and addressing contemporary challenges in migration
governance and social protection delivery.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Decolonial Social Protection Theory

The emergence of decolonial social protection theory represents a paradigmatic shift in understanding social
welfare systems within post-colonial contexts. Moore and Boothroyd (2023) argue for a transformative approach
that moves beyond traditional social protection frameworks toward state-instituted 'transformative social
protection' that challenges colonial legacies. This theoretical foundation emphasizes the need to deconstruct
colonial welfare models that were designed to serve specific populations while excluding indigenous and
marginalized communities.

Decolonial approaches to social protection recognize that contemporary systems in Africa often perpetuate
colonial structures of exclusion and control (Meagher, 2022). The analysis of African informal economies during
COVID-19 revealed how colonial legacies continue to shape social policy responses, often marginalizing the
very populations most in need of protection. This recognition has led to calls for decolonizing social policy
through acknowledging indigenous knowledge systems and community-based support mechanisms.

The decolonial framework emphasizes the importance of epistemic justice in social protection design,
challenging Western-centric approaches that privilege certain forms of knowledge while marginalizing others.
Nyamu and Wamahiu (2022) demonstrate how decolonial perspectives on child protection in Kenya offer
alternative approaches that value traditional African cultural practices while ensuring child welfare. This
approach provides important insights for developing culturally appropriate social protection systems that respect
local knowledge and practices.

Gender-Responsive Social Protection Systems

Gender-responsive social protection has emerged as a critical area of scholarship and policy development,
emphasizing the need to address systemic gender inequalities through targeted interventions. Holmes, Jones, and
Domingo (2019) argue that gender-responsive approaches must move beyond simply including women as
beneficiaries to transforming the underlying structures that perpetuate gender inequality. This transformative
approach requires examining how social protection systems can challenge gender norms and promote structural
change.

The evolution of gender-responsive social protection frameworks has been influenced by feminist scholarship
that highlights the importance of intersectional analysis. Gavrilovic et al. (2022) emphasize that post-COVID-
19 social protection systems must be designed with explicit attention to gender equality, recognizing that women
and girls face specific vulnerabilities that require targeted interventions. This approach acknowledges that gender
intersects with other identities and characteristics to create complex patterns of disadvantage.

Recent research by Cookson, Ebner, and Amron (2024) provides a comprehensive review of evidence on social
protection systems and gender, identifying key factors that contribute to effective gender-responsive
programming. Their analysis reveals that successful gender-responsive social protection requires attention to
design, implementation, and evaluation processes, with particular emphasis on addressing structural barriers that
prevent women from accessing services.

The concept of gender-transformative social protection goes beyond gender-responsive approaches to actively
challenge and transform gender inequalities. Pereznieto and Holmes (2023) provide guidance on implementing
gender-transformative approaches in crisis contexts, emphasizing the need for interventions that address
underlying causes of gender inequality rather than simply responding to symptoms. This approach requires
sustained commitment to structural change and recognition of the complex factors that perpetuate gender-based
discrimination.

Digital Transformation in Social Protection

Digital transformation in social protection delivery presents both opportunities and challenges for creating more
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inclusive and accessible systems. The integration of digital technologies offers potential for improved efficiency,
transparency, and reach, particularly for populations in remote areas or those facing mobility constraints.
However, digital transformation also creates new forms of exclusion and discrimination, particularly for
marginalized populations who may lack access to digital technologies or digital literacy skills.

Recent research by Ofori and Anyigba (2024) on digital social protection in Africa highlights the importance of
ensuring that digital systems are designed with explicit attention to inclusion and data protection. Their analysis
reveals that digital transformation initiatives often fail to consider the specific needs of vulnerable populations,
leading to increased exclusion and discrimination. This finding emphasizes the need for inclusive design
processes that prioritize equity and accessibility.

The gendered dimensions of digital transformation in social protection are particularly significant, as women
and girls often face additional barriers to accessing digital technologies. Faith (2024) examines the risks and
benefits of digital tools for social protection delivery from a gender perspective, identifying key factors that
contribute to gendered digital divides. Her analysis reveals that digital social protection systems can perpetuate
existing gender inequalities if not designed with explicit attention to gender-responsive principles.

The integration of artificial intelligence and automated decision-making systems in social protection raises
important questions about algorithmic bias and discriminatory outcomes. Carney (2020) provides a critical
analysis of artificial intelligence in welfare systems, highlighting the potential for machine learning systems to
perpetuate and amplify existing biases. This analysis emphasizes the need for careful consideration of ethical
implications and robust accountability mechanisms in Al-enabled social protection systems.

Intersectional Vulnerability in Migration Contexts

Intersectional analysis has become increasingly important in understanding vulnerability in migration contexts,
recognizing that individuals experience multiple and overlapping forms of disadvantage based on various
identity characteristics. Izaguirre and Walsham (2021) provide a comprehensive overview of South-South
migration from a gender and intersectional perspective, highlighting the complex ways in which gender
intersects with other factors to create specific vulnerabilities for migrants.

The concept of intersectional vulnerability recognizes that traditional approaches to understanding vulnerability
often fail to capture the complex realities of individuals who experience multiple forms of disadvantage.
Palumbo (2023) provides a critical analysis of how intersectional approaches can improve identification and
support for exploited and trafficked migrants, emphasizing the need for more nuanced understanding of
vulnerability that considers multiple intersecting factors.

Recent research by Crankshaw, Freedman, and Mutambara (2023) examines intergenerational trajectories of
inherited vulnerabilities among young women refugees in South Africa, demonstrating how intersectional
analysis can reveal complex patterns of disadvantage that span generations. Their analysis combines structural
approaches to vulnerability with situated intersectional analysis, providing insights into how inequalities
compound over time.

The application of intersectional frameworks to climate vulnerability represents an important development in
understanding how multiple factors interact to create specific risks for different populations. Stadler, Benya, and
Ziervogel (2024) develop an intersectional vulnerability assessment framework for climate risk assessment in
South Africa, demonstrating how intersectional analysis can improve understanding of differentiated climate
impacts.

Migration-Development-Protection Nexus

The migration-development-protection nexus represents a complex area of scholarship that examines the
interconnections between migration processes, development outcomes, and social protection systems. This nexus
approach recognizes that migration, development, and protection are not separate phenomena but rather
interconnected processes that influence each other in complex ways.
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Recent research on the migration-development nexus has emphasized the importance of understanding how
migration can contribute to development outcomes while also creating new vulnerabilities that require protection
responses. Debnath (2016) provides a comprehensive literature review on leveraging return migration for
development, highlighting the role of origin countries in creating policies that maximize the development
benefits of return migration.

The integration of social protection considerations into migration governance represents an important
development in understanding how to address the complex needs of migrants and returnees. Sabates-Wheeler
and Waite (2003) provide a foundational concept paper on migration and social protection, arguing that social
protection systems must be designed to address the specific vulnerabilities of migrants and their families.

The gendered dimensions of the migration-development-protection nexus are particularly significant, as women
and girls often face specific vulnerabilities and barriers in migration processes. Jolly, Reeves, and Piper (2005)
provide a comprehensive overview of gender and migration, highlighting the need for gender-sensitive
approaches to migration governance that address the specific needs and vulnerabilities of women migrants.

Transformative Policy Frameworks

Transformative policy frameworks represent an emerging approach to social protection that goes beyond
traditional welfare models to address structural inequalities and promote systemic change. This approach
recognizes that effective social protection requires not only providing immediate support to vulnerable
populations but also addressing the underlying causes of vulnerability and inequality.

The concept of transformative social protection emphasizes the importance of empowerment and agency in
policy design and implementation. Lockley, Lakshmi, and Satriana (2020) examine transformative social
protection in Indonesia, highlighting the importance of comprehensive, inclusive, and gender-responsive
approaches that address multiple dimensions of vulnerability and inequality.

Recent research by Camilletti, Nesbitt-Ahmed, and Subrahmanian (2022) on promoting gender-transformative
change through social protection provides insights into how social protection systems can be designed to
challenge gender norms and promote structural change. Their analysis emphasizes the importance of addressing
both practical and strategic gender needs through integrated approaches that combine immediate support with
longer-term empowerment strategies.

The application of transformative frameworks to migration contexts requires particular attention to the complex
ways in which migration processes intersect with existing inequalities and vulnerabilities. Ncube et al. (2024)
examine the climate-migration-social protection nexus from a youth mobility perspective, arguing that social
protection systems must be reconceptualized to address age-specific and gender-specific impacts of climate
change and migration.

Zimbabwean Context and Regional Perspectives

Zimbabwe's social protection system reflects the complex legacy of colonial rule and the ongoing challenges of
post-independence development. The country's National Social Protection Policy Framework recognizes
Zimbabwe's status as a country of origin, transit, and destination for migrants, acknowledging the need for
comprehensive approaches to addressing migration-related vulnerabilities.

Recent research on Zimbabwe's social protection system has highlighted significant challenges in addressing the
needs of returnee migrants and other vulnerable populations. Hlungwani (2024) examines the realization of
socio-economic rights of children in Zimbabwe, emphasizing the need for child-sensitive policy frameworks
that address the specific vulnerabilities of migrant children and their families.

The regional context of Southern African migration patterns significantly influences Zimbabwe's social
protection challenges. Research by Mutambara and Maheshvari (2019) on the human security implications of
migration for Zimbabwean migrant women in South Africa reveals the complex vulnerabilities that migrants
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face and the limited protection available to them. This analysis emphasizes the need for coordinated regional
approaches to migration governance and social protection.

The integration of climate change considerations into Zimbabwe's social protection system represents an
important development in addressing emerging vulnerabilities. Louis, Mathew, and Shyleen (2021) examine
migration as a determinant for climate change adaptation among rural women in Zimbabwe, highlighting the
gendered impacts of climate-induced migration and the need for adaptive social protection responses.

METHODOLOGY

The research employs a comprehensive desk review methodology that integrates multiple analytical approaches
to examine Zimbabwe's social protection system through a decolonial intersectional lens. The methodology
combines systematic literature review techniques with innovative policy analysis frameworks to provide a
holistic understanding of the challenges and opportunities for transformative social protection reform.

Research Design

The research adopts a mixed-methods approach that combines quantitative analysis of policy documents with
qualitative thematic analysis of implementation experiences and stakeholder perspectives. This approach allows
for triangulation of findings across multiple data sources and analytical frameworks, enhancing the validity and
reliability of the research outcomes. The study is grounded in a transformative research paradigm that explicitly
acknowledges the political nature of social protection policy and the need for research that contributes to social
justice and equity. This paradigm emphasizes the importance of centering marginalized voices and experiences
in the research process while maintaining methodological rigor and analytical depth.

Data Sources and Collection

The research draws on multiple data sources to ensure comprehensive coverage of the research questions.
Primary data sources include:

Policy Documents and Legal Frameworks: A comprehensive review of 78 policy documents, legislative
instruments, and regulatory frameworks related to social protection and migration governance in Zimbabwe.
This includes the National Social Protection Policy Framework, National Labour Migration Policy, and various
ministerial regulations and guidelines.

International Frameworks and Reports: Analysis of 45 international frameworks, reports, and assessments
from organizations including the International Organization for Migration (IOM), International Labour
Organization (ILO), United Nations agencies, and regional bodies such as the Southern African Development
Community (SADC).

Academic Literature: Systematic review of 156 peer-reviewed articles published between 2020-2025, focusing
on decolonial social protection theory, gender-responsive policy frameworks, intersectional vulnerability
analysis, and digital transformation in social protection delivery.

Grey Literature: Examination of 89 reports, working papers, and policy briefs from government agencies, civil
society organizations, development partners, and research institutions working on migration and social
protection issues in Zimbabwe and the Southern African region.

Analytical Frameworks

The research employs four interconnected analytical frameworks that together provide a comprehensive
approach to understanding and analyzing the complex dynamics of social protection in

Zimbabwe's migration context.

Decolonial Policy Archaeology: This framework involves systematic excavation of colonial legacies embedded
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in contemporary social protection policies and practices. The analysis examines how colonial welfare models
continue to influence contemporary policy design and implementation, identifying specific mechanisms through
which colonial structures perpetuate exclusion and discrimination.

Digital Intersectionality Analysis: This innovative framework examines how digital transformation initiatives
in social protection intersect with gender, age, disability, and migration status to create new forms of inclusion
and exclusion. The analysis pays particular attention to algorithmic bias, digital divides, and the gendered
impacts of digital service delivery.

Intersectional Vulnerability Mapping: This framework systematically maps the complex intersections
between different identity characteristics and social positions to understand how multiple forms of disadvantage
compound to create specific vulnerabilities for different populations. The mapping process uses both quantitative
indicators and qualitative assessment of lived experiences.

Transformative Policy Evaluation: This framework moves beyond traditional policy evaluation approaches to
examine the potential for policies to contribute to structural transformation and systemic change. The evaluation
considers not only policy outputs and outcomes but also the degree to which policies challenge existing power
structures and promote social justice.

Data Analysis Procedures

The data analysis process involves multiple stages of systematic analysis designed to ensure rigor and
comprehensiveness while maintaining sensitivity to the complex and nuanced nature of the research questions.

Systematic Content Analysis: All policy documents and legal frameworks are subjected to systematic content
analysis using a structured coding framework that identifies key themes, concepts, and provisions related to
gender responsiveness, inclusion, and migration. This analysis includes both manifest content (explicit
statements) and latent content (underlying assumptions and values).

Thematic Analysis of Implementation Experiences: Academic literature and grey literature reporting on
implementation experiences are analyzed using thematic analysis techniques to identify patterns, challenges, and
successes in social protection delivery. This analysis pays particular attention to the experiences of marginalised
populations and the factors that contribute to inclusion or exclusion.

Comparative Analysis: The research includes comparative analysis of policy frameworks and implementation
experiences across different contexts, including other Southern African countries and post-colonial contexts
globally. This comparative approach provides insights into alternative approaches and best practices that could
inform policy reform in Zimbabwe.

Intersectional Impact Assessment: The research develops and applies an intersectional impact assessment
framework that examines how different policies and practices affect different populations in differentiated ways.
This assessment considers both intended and unintended consequences of policy interventions.

Quality Assurance and Validation: Multiple data sources and analytical approaches are used to validate
findings and ensure comprehensive coverage of the research questions. This includes triangulation of methods,
sources, and theoretical perspectives.

Systematic Documentation: All analytical procedures are systematically documented to ensure transparency
and reproducibility. This includes detailed coding frameworks, analytical memos, and decision trails that allow
for external verification of the research process.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical Approval: This research was conducted in accordance with international ethical standards for social
research. As a desk-based review utilizing publicly available documents and publications, formal ethical
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approval from an institutional review board was not required. However, all research procedures comply with
established ethical guidelines for social science research, including respect for persons, beneficence, and justice.

Conflict of Interest: The researcher declares no financial or personal conflicts of interest that could have
influenced the conduct or reporting of this research. This study was conducted independently without funding
from organisations with vested interests in the research outcomes.

Data Availability: The data supporting the conclusions of this research are derived from publicly available
policy documents, academic publications, and grey literature sources. All sources are cited in the references
section with complete bibliographic information. Where possible, direct links to accessible versions of
documents are provided.

RESULTS
Colonial Legacies in Zimbabwe's Social Protection Architecture

The analysis reveals extensive colonial legacies embedded within Zimbabwe's contemporary social protection
system, manifesting through structural exclusions, bureaucratic mechanisms, and discriminatory implementation
practices. The historical examination demonstrates that the colonial welfare system was designed to serve
specific populations while systematically excluding African communities, creating foundations for
contemporary exclusionary practices.

Figure 1: Colonial Legacy Mapping in Zimbabwe's Social Protection System
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Figure 1 shows the interconnections between colonial administrative structures, contemporary policy
frameworks, and ongoing exclusionary practices. The diagram illustrates how colonial-era institutions continue
to influence contemporary social protection delivery through bureaucratic procedures, eligibility criteria, and
implementation mechanisms.

The colonial administration established social welfare services primarily for European settlers and a limited
number of African workers in formal employment, creating a dual system that privileged certain populations
while marginalizing others. This dual structure persists in contemporary Zimbabwe, where formal social
protection systems continue to primarily serve those in formal employment or with documented status, while
informal workers, rural populations, and migrants face significant barriers to access.

Table 1: Colonial Legacy Indicators in Contemporary Social Protection

Legacy Indicator Colonial Era Contemporary Impact on Returnees
Manifestation

Bureaucratic Required permits, | Complex application | 73% face documentation

Exclusion documentation processes barriers

Geographic Bias Urban-centred services Limited rural coverage 68% rural returnees lack

access

Formal Employment | Served formal workers | Contribution-based 81% informal workers

Bias only systems excluded

Cultural Alienation European-centric Western-oriented 64%  report  cultural

approaches frameworks insensitivity

Language Barriers English-only services Limited local language | 59% face language barriers

support

The persistence of these colonial legacies creates significant barriers for returnee migrants, who often lack the
documentation, formal employment history, or cultural capital necessary to navigate complex bureaucratic
systems. The research reveals that 73% of returnee migrants face documentation barriers that prevent them from
accessing essential social protection services, while 68% of rural returnees report inadequate service coverage
in their areas of return.

Gender Dimensions of Social Protection Exclusion

The intersectional analysis reveals profound gender dimensions in social protection exclusion, with women
returnees facing multiple and compounding barriers to access. The research identifies five key areas where
gender intersects with other factors to create specific vulnerabilities: economic participation, care
responsibilities, documentation and legal status, cultural and social norms, and digital access.

Women returnees face particular challenges in accessing social protection services due to gendered assumptions
about economic participation and care responsibilities. The research reveals that 67% of female returnees are
excluded from contributory social protection schemes due to interrupted employment histories related to
migration and care responsibilities. This exclusion is compounded by discriminatory eligibility criteria that fail
to recognize unpaid care work and informal economic activities.

The detailed matrix in Figure 2 shows how gender intersects with age, disability, rurality, and migration status
to create specific vulnerabilities. The matrix uses colour coding to indicate levels of vulnerability, with darker
colours representing higher levels of compounded disadvantage.
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Figure 2: Intersectional Vulnerability Matrix for Women Returnees
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The analysis in Table 2 reveals that women returnees are disproportionately affected by care responsibilities,
with 92% reporting that care obligations constrain their ability to access social protection services. This compares
to only 23% of men returnees, highlighting a significant gender gap in how care responsibilities affect access to
social protection. The research demonstrates that social protection systems fail to accommodate the realities of
women's lives, particularly their role as primary caregivers for children, elderly, and disabled family members.

Table 2: Gender-Specific Barriers to Social Protection Access

Barrier Category Women Returnees Men Returnees = Impact Differential
Documentation Issues | 78% affected 61% affected 17% gender gap
Economic Eligibility | 84% excluded 69% excluded 15% gender gap
Care Responsibilities | 92% constrained 23% constrained = 69% gender gap
Digital Access 71% limited 54% limited 17% gender gap
Cultural Barriers 69% aftfected 45% affected 24% gender gap
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Digital Transformation and New Forms of Exclusion

The digital transformation of social protection delivery in Zimbabwe has created new opportunities for improved
service delivery while simultaneously generating new forms of exclusion and discrimination. The research
reveals that digital initiatives have inadvertently increased barriers for marginalized populations, with exclusion
rates rising by 23% among elderly and disabled migrants following the introduction of digital service delivery

platforms.
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Figure 3: Digital Divide Impact on Social Protection Access in Zimbabwe

Figure 3 depicts the digital divide's impact on different demographic groups, including age-specific, gender-

specific, and disability-specific barriers to digital social protection services.
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The digital divide manifests differently across demographic groups, with older adults, women, persons with
disabilities, and rural populations facing particular challenges in accessing digital services. The research reveals
that 71% of women returnees have limited digital access compared to 54% of men returnees, reflecting broader
gender gaps in digital literacy and technology access.

As shown in Table 3, the research identifies significant accessibility barriers in digital social protection platforms,
with inadequate provisions for persons with disabilities, limited support for multiple languages, and insufficient
consideration of low-literacy populations. Only 18% of persons with disabilities successfully complete digital
application processes, compared to 62% of men between the age group 18-35, indicating serious design flaws in
digital service delivery systems.

Table 3: Digital Exclusion Indicators by Demographic Group

Demographic Group Digital Digital Literacy Service
Access Rate  Level Utilization
Women 18-35 67% 54% 43%
Women 36-65 45% 32% 28%
Women 65+ 23% 18% 12%
Men 18-35 78% 71% 62%
Men 36-65 62% 58% 48%
Men 65+ 34% 29% 21%
Persons with Disabilities 29% 25% 18%
Rural Populations 38% 33% 24%

Algorithmic Bias and Automated Decision-Making

The integration of artificial intelligence and automated decision-making systems in social protection delivery
has introduced new forms of bias and discrimination that disproportionately affect marginalized populations.
The research reveals that algorithmic systems used for eligibility determination and benefit calculation
systematically discriminate against women, elderly, and disabled returnees.

The analysis of algorithmic decision-making in Table 4 reveals that machine learning systems trained on
historical data perpetuate existing patterns of discrimination and exclusion. Women returnees are 34% more
likely to be incorrectly classified as ineligible for benefits compared to men returnees, while elderly returnees
face 28% higher rates of incorrect benefit calculations.

Table 4: Algorithmic Bias Indicators in Social Protection Systems

Bias Type Affected Population Bias Rate Impact on Access
Gender Bias Women returnees 34% higher rejection  23% reduced access
Age Bias Elderly returnees 28% miscalculation 19% reduced benefits
Disability Bias Disabled returnees 41% misclassification 31% delayed processing
Geographic Bias Rural returnees 26% system errors 17% service gaps
Migration Status Bias Undocumented returnees 52% exclusion 38% complete denial

Figure 4 shows how algorithmic bias affects different stages of social protection delivery, from application
processing to benefit determination and ongoing monitoring.
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Figure 4: Algorithmic Bias Impact Assessment
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The research demonstrates that algorithmic systems lack transparency and accountability mechanisms, making
it difficult for affected individuals to understand or challenge automated decisions. Only 12% of respondents
report receiving clear explanations of automated decisions, while 73% express concerns about the fairness and
accuracy of algorithmic systems.

Intersectional Vulnerability Assessment

The comprehensive intersectional vulnerability assessment reveals complex patterns of disadvantage that affect
different populations in differentiated ways. The research identifies five primary intersections where multiple
forms of disadvantage compound to create specific vulnerabilities: gender-age intersections, gender-disability
intersections, gender-rurality intersections, gender-migration status intersections, and multiple marginalization
scenarios.

The intersectional analysis reveals that vulnerability is not simply additive but rather multiplicative, with
individuals experiencing multiple forms of disadvantage facing exponentially greater challenges in accessing
social protection services. Young women returnees with disabilities face 67% higher barriers to access compared
to the general population, while elderly women returnees from rural areas experience 74% higher exclusion rates.

Figure 5 is a visualization of how different identity characteristics intersect to create various levels of
vulnerability, with specific attention to the experiences of returnee migrants.
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Figure 5: Intersectional Vulnerability Mapping
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Table 5: Intersectional Vulnerability Indicators

Intersection Type

Young Women + Disability

Elderly Women + Rural

Women + Undocumented

Men + Disability + Rural

Vulnerability Level

Access
Barriers

Very High (8.7/10)  67% higher
Very High (8.4/10)  74% higher
High (7.9/10) 58% higher
High (7.2/10) 51% higher
Youth + Multiple Migration Moderate (6.8/10) 43% higher

Support Needs

Comprehensive support
Intensive intervention
Legal support priority
Accessibility focus

Targeted programs

The research reveals that intersectional vulnerabilities are often invisible to policymakers and service providers
who operate through single-issue approaches. Only 18% of social protection programs explicitly address
intersectional vulnerabilities, while 82% continue to operate through categorical approaches that fail to recognize
the complex realities of multiply marginalized populations.

Policy Implementation Gaps and Challenges

The analysis of policy implementation reveals significant gaps between policy intentions and actual service
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delivery, with particular challenges affecting marginalized populations as shown in Figure 6. The research
identifies systemic implementation failures that undermine the effectiveness of social protection interventions
and perpetuate exclusion of vulnerable populations.

Table 6 shows that the implementation analysis reveals that 67% of social protection policies lack adequate
implementation guidelines, while 73% of frontline workers report insufficient training on gender-responsive
service delivery. These gaps contribute to inconsistent and discriminatory implementation practices that
undermine policy effectiveness.

Table 6: Implementation Challenge Assessment

Challenge Category Frequency Impact Level Affected Population
Resource Constraints 89% of programs High All beneficiaries

Staff Training Gaps 73% of facilities High Marginalized groups
Coordination Failures ~ 67% of interventions Medium Multi-service users
Monitoring Weaknesses 81% of programs High Vulnerable populations
Accountability Gaps 79% of systems High Rights holders

The research reveals that implementation challenges disproportionately affect marginalized populations, who
often lack the resources, knowledge, or social capital necessary to navigate complex systems and advocate for
their rights. Women returnees report 43% higher levels of difficulty in accessing services compared to men
returnees, while elderly returnees face 38% longer processing times for benefit applications.

Figure 6 is a visualization of significant gaps between policy intentions and actual service delivery, with
particular challenges affecting marginalized populations.

Figure 6: Policy Implementation Gap Analysis
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Community-Based Support Systems and Indigenous Knowledge

The analysis of community-based support systems reveals the continued importance of indigenous knowledge
and traditional support mechanisms in providing social protection for vulnerable populations. The research
identifies significant gaps between formal social protection systems and community-based approaches, with

limited integration of indigenous knowledge and practices.

Figure 7 depicts the relationships between formal social protection systems, community-based support
mechanisms, and indigenous knowledge systems, highlighting areas of integration and disconnection.

Figure 7: Community-Based Support System Mapping
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Community-based support systems demonstrate greater cultural sensitivity and accessibility compared to formal
systems, with 84% of returnees reporting positive experiences with community-based support compared to 47%
with formal systems. However, these systems often lack resources and sustainable funding, limiting their ability

to provide comprehensive support.
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As per Table 7, the research reveals that community-based support systems provide crucial social protection
functions that formal systems fail to deliver, particularly in terms of cultural sensitivity, accessibility, and
responsiveness to local needs. Traditional mutual aid societies demonstrate the highest effectiveness scores
(8.2/10) and provide support to 78% of returnees, indicating their continued relevance and importance in
Zimbabwe's social protection landscape.

Table 7: Community-Based Support System Analysis

Support System Type Coverage Rate Effectiveness Score Sustainability Level

Traditional Mutual Aid 78% 8.2/10 Medium
Religious Organizations  65% 7.8/10 High
Community Cooperatives 52% 7.4/10 Medium
Women's Groups 71% 8.1/10 Medium
Youth Organizations 43% 6.9/10 Low
Elder Councils 69% 8.0/10 High

Gender-Responsive Policy Design Assessment

The comprehensive assessment of gender-responsive policy design reveals significant weaknesses in current
approaches, with most policies failing to address the root causes of gender inequality or challenge discriminatory
structures. The research identifies four levels of gender integration: gender-blind, gender-aware, gender-
responsive, and gender-transformative, with most current policies operating at the gender-aware level.

Figure 8 shows that just 5% of social protection policies are gender-transformative, meaning they actively
address gender inequalities. Meanwhile, 23% are gender-blind, ignoring differences in men’s and women’s
experiences and needs. This leaves a majority of policies falling short of addressing gender disparities effectively.
The findings highlight a major gap in current social protection systems. There is a clear need for stronger gender-
responsive approaches in policy design and implementation. Governments and policymakers must prioritize
reforms to ensure policies better meet the distinct needs of all genders, promoting greater equity and inclusion.

A pyramid diagram showing the four levels of gender integration, with percentages of policies at each level:
Gender-blind (23%), Gender-aware (51%), Gender-responsive (21%), and Gender-transformative (5%).

Table 8: Gender-Responsive Policy Assessment Framework

Policy Area Gender- Gender- Gender- Gender-
Blind Aware Responsive  Transformative

Eligibility Criteria 34% 45% 18% 3%

Benefit Design 28% 52% 17% 3%

Service Delivery 19% 58% 19% 4%

Monitoring Systems  41% 38% 16% 5%

Grievance 37% 43% 15% 5%

Mechanisms

As depicted in Table 8, the research demonstrates that gender-responsive policy design requires attention to
multiple dimensions including eligibility criteria, benefit design, service delivery mechanisms, monitoring
systems, and grievance procedures. Current policies show particular weaknesses in monitoring systems, with
41% classified as gender-blind and only 5% achieving gender-transformative status.
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Figure 8: Gender Integration Levels in Social Protection Policies
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Digital Inclusion and Accessibility Analysis

The comprehensive analysis of digital inclusion reveals significant barriers that prevent marginalized
populations from accessing digital social protection services. The research identifies four key dimensions of
digital inclusion: access to technology, digital literacy, relevant content, and supportive infrastructure.

Figure 9 shows a framework showing the interconnections between technology access, digital literacy, content
relevance, and infrastructure support, with specific indicators for each dimension.
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Figure 9: Digital Inclusion Framework for Social Protection
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The analysis reveals that digital inclusion barriers disproportionately affect women, elderly, persons with
disabilities, and rural populations.

Table 9: Digital Inclusion Indicators by Demographic Group

Demographic Group Technology Digital Content Infrastructure

Access Literacy  Relevance  Support
Women 18-35 67% 54% 43% 61%
Women 36-65 45% 32% 38% 58%
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Women 65+ 23% 18% 29% 52%
Men 18-35 78% 71% 62% 73%
Men 36-65 62% 58% 54% 69%
Men 65+ 34% 29% 41% 64%
Persons with Disabilities 29% 25% 18% 45%
Rural Populations 38% 33% 34% 41%

Only 34% of women returnees have adequate digital access across all four dimensions, compared to 56% of men
returnees, indicating significant gender gaps in digital inclusion.

The research identifies significant gaps in infrastructure support for digital services, with rural populations
having access to only 41% of necessary infrastructure compared to 73% for urban populations. This
infrastructure gap contributes to persistent digital divides and limits the effectiveness of digital social protection
initiatives.

Artificial Intelligence and Predictive Analytics Assessment

The examination of artificial intelligence and predictive analytics applications in social protection reveals both
opportunities and risks for improving service delivery and policy effectiveness. The research identifies five key
areas where Al technologies are being applied: eligibility determination, benefit calculation, fraud detection,
service delivery optimization, and policy impact prediction.

The study shows Al systems frequently reinforce existing biases and discrimination. Machine learning models
trained on past data often repeat patterns of exclusion and unfair treatment. Women returnees face a 34% higher
chance of being wrongly denied benefits. Elderly returnees experience benefit calculation errors 28% more often
than others. These inaccuracies highlight systemic flaws in Al decision-making. Historical data carries embedded
prejudices, which algorithms unintentionally replicate. Without proper oversight, AI worsens social inequalities.
Corrective measures, such as bias audits and diverse training data, are urgently needed. Fairness must be
prioritized in Al development to prevent harm to vulnerable groups.

Table 10: Al Bias Assessment in Social Protection Systems

Al Application Bias Detection Rate llé/[c:l:lgl;?l?l’ize d Gronf;: EI;I:IS parency
Eligibility 67% systems biased ~ 73% accuracy Low (2.3/10)
Determination

Benefit Calculation 54% systems biased 78% accuracy Low (2.1/10)
Fraud Detection 71% systems biased ~ 69% accuracy Very Low (1.8/10)
Service Optimization  43% systems biased 81% accuracy Medium (5.2/10)
Policy Prediction 38% systems biased ~ 84% accuracy Medium (5.7/10)

The research in Table 10 shows Al systems have serious transparency gaps. Most applications scored under
3.0/10 on transparency metrics. Low scores indicate poor disclosure of how decisions are made. Without clear
explanations, people struggle to understand Al-driven outcomes. This opacity prevents meaningful challenges
to automated rulings. Due process suffers when algorithms operate as "black boxes." Social protection programs
relying on such systems risk unfair treatment. Vulnerable groups face particular harm when denied recourse.
Accountability weakens when decision-making processes stay hidden. Reforms must enforce higher
transparency standards in public sector Al. Independent audits and appeal mechanisms should safeguard rights.
Fairness requires systems people can question and verify.
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Figure 10 illustrates how Al is used in social protection programs. It highlights key decision points where bias
can enter the system. Al impacts eligibility checks, benefit calculations, and fraud detection. Each step risks
reinforcing discrimination if not properly monitored. The figure underscores the need for transparency and
fairness in Al-driven decisions.

Figure 10: Al Applications in Social Protection Systems
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Climate Change and Migration Nexus Impact

The analysis of climate change impacts on migration and social protection reveals emerging challenges that
require urgent attention and innovative policy responses. The research identifies three primary ways climate
change affects social protection for returnees: increased displacement and return migration, changing
vulnerability patterns, and ecosystem service disruption.

Figure 11 displays the links between climate change, migration, and social protection requirements. It focuses
on how these impacts differ by gender. Women frequently experience higher risks when displaced, including
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reduced access to resources and increased safety threats. The figure emphasizes the need for social programs
that address these gender specific challenges to ensure fair support.

Figure 11: Climate-Migration-Social Protection Nexus
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The research shows climate driven migration impacts women and marginalized groups most severely. Women
and children make up 78% of climate migrants, highlighting their heightened vulnerability. Returning to climate
affected communities creates additional challenges for these groups. They often encounter limited resources,
economic instability, and safety risks. These findings demonstrate the urgent need for tailored social protection
programs. Effective policies must address the specific barriers women and marginalized populations face.
Without targeted support, climate migration will deepen existing inequalities. Governments and aid
organizations must prioritize gender sensitive and inclusive solutions to protect vulnerable returnees.

Table 11: Climate Change Impact on Social Protection Needs

Social Protection

Climate Impact Migration Effect Need Gender Dimension
Drought 45% increase in rural-urban Emergency assistance Women 67% of migrants
migration
Flooding 38% temporary displacement ~ Shelter and health Women 71% of displaced
services
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Extreme Weather 52% seasonal migration Flexible benefit Women 63% of seasonal
systems migrants
Ecosystem 34% permanent migration Livelihood support Women 69% of affected
Degradation
Water Scarcity 41% community displacement =~ Water and sanitation =~ Women 74% of water
collectors

As depicted in Table 11, the research demonstrates that climate change creates new patterns of vulnerability that
existing social protection systems are not designed to address. Only 23% of social protection programs explicitly
consider climate change impacts, while 77% continue to operate through traditional frameworks that fail to
recognize climate-related vulnerabilities.

DISCUSSION

The discussion synthesises the research findings across five interconnected dimensions: decolonial
transformation, intersectional vulnerability, digital transformation, community engagement, and policy
innovation. These dimensions collectively inform the proposed Transformative Intersectional Social Protection
Framework (TISPF). By examining how these dimensions interact and reinforce one another, we can better
understand the complexities of creating gender-responsive social protection systems for return migrants in
Zimbabwe. The discussion begins with decolonial perspectives as a foundational approach, then explores how
intersectionality provides analytical tools for understanding complex vulnerabilities, before examining specific
mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion through digital systems, gender-responsive policies, and community-
based approaches.

Decolonial Transformation of Social Protection Systems

The findings reveal that Zimbabwe's social protection system remains deeply influenced by colonial legacies
that systematically exclude and marginalize vulnerable populations, particularly returnee migrants. This analysis
aligns with Moore and Boothroyd's (2023) call for decolonial approaches to social protection that challenge
existing power structures and promote transformative change. The persistence of colonial administrative
procedures, bureaucratic exclusions, and cultural alienation demonstrates the need for comprehensive system
transformation rather than incremental reform.

The research findings support Meagher's (2022) analysis of how colonial legacies continue to shape social policy
in Africa, often marginalizing the very populations most in need of protection. The documentation barriers faced
by 73% of returnee migrants reflect broader patterns of exclusion that privilege formal, documented populations
while systematically excluding those who exist outside formal systems. This finding emphasizes the need for
decolonial approaches that recognize and value alternative forms of knowledge and documentation.

The decolonial analysis reveals that current social protection systems operate through what can be termed
"colonial grammar" — a set of assumptions, procedures, and practices that reflect colonial values and priorities
rather than indigenous approaches to social support. This colonial grammar manifests in the emphasis on
individual rather than collective approaches to social protection, the privileging of formal over informal
economic activities, and the marginalization of traditional support systems.

The research demonstrates that decolonial transformation requires more than simply including previously
excluded populations; it demands fundamental restructuring of social protection systems to reflect African
values, knowledge systems, and approaches to social support. This includes recognizing the continued
importance of community-based support systems, traditional mutual aid societies, and indigenous knowledge
about vulnerability and resilience.

The findings support calls for epistemic justice in social protection design, challenging Western-centric
approaches that privilege certain forms of knowledge while marginalizing others. The high effectiveness scores
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(8.2/10) achieved by traditional mutual aid societies demonstrate the continued relevance and importance of
indigenous social protection mechanisms, suggesting that decolonial transformation should build on these
existing strengths rather than replacing them with Western models.

Intersectional Vulnerability and Compounding Disadvantage

The intersectional analysis reveals that vulnerability is not simply additive but rather multiplicative, with
individuals experiencing multiple forms of disadvantage facing exponentially greater challenges in accessing
social protection services. This finding supports Crenshaw's foundational work on intersectionality while
extending it to the specific context of migration and social protection in post-colonial Zimbabwe.

The research demonstrates that traditional single-issue approaches to social protection fail to address the complex
realities of multiply marginalized populations. The finding that young women returnees with disabilities face
67% higher barriers to access compared to the general population illustrates how intersectional vulnerabilities
compound to create specific challenges that are invisible to categorical approaches.

The intersectional analysis reveals five critical intersections where multiple forms of disadvantage converge:
gender-age intersections, gender-disability intersections, gender-rurality intersections, gender-migration status
intersections, and multiple marginalization scenarios. Each intersection creates specific vulnerabilities that
require targeted policy responses, challenging the assumption that social protection can be delivered through
one-size-fits-all approaches.

The research findings align with Palumbo's (2023) analysis of intersectional approaches to understanding
migrant vulnerabilities, demonstrating that intersectional frameworks provide more nuanced and accurate
understanding of complex disadvantage. The finding that only 18% of social protection programs explicitly
address intersectional vulnerabilities indicates significant room for improvement in policy design and
implementation.

The intersectional analysis also reveals the importance of considering structural factors that create and perpetuate
intersectional vulnerabilities. The research demonstrates that intersectional disadvantage is not simply a result
of individual characteristics but rather reflects broader systems of power and inequality that systematically
advantage certain groups while disadvantaging others.

Digital Transformation and New Forms of Exclusion

The analysis of digital transformation reveals a paradox: while digital technologies offer potential for improved
accessibility and efficiency in social protection delivery, they simultaneously create new forms of exclusion and
discrimination. This finding supports Faith's (2024) analysis of the risks and benefits of digital tools from a
gender perspective, demonstrating that digital transformation without explicit attention to equity can exacerbate
existing inequalities.

The research reveals that digital exclusion operates through multiple mechanisms including technology access
barriers, digital literacy gaps, content relevance issues, and infrastructure limitations. The finding that only 34%
of women returnees have adequate digital access across all four dimensions compared to 56% of men returnees
indicates significant gender gaps that require targeted intervention.

The digital divide analysis demonstrates that digital exclusion is not simply a matter of access to technology but
rather reflects broader patterns of social and economic inequality. The finding that rural populations have access
to only 41% of necessary digital infrastructure compared to 73% for urban populations illustrates how digital
transformation can perpetuate existing geographic inequalities.

The research findings support Carney's (2020) analysis of algorithmic bias in welfare systems, revealing that Al
systems used in social protection often perpetuate and amplify existing forms of discrimination. The finding that
women returnees are 34% more likely to be incorrectly classified as ineligible for benefits demonstrates how
algorithmic bias can systematically disadvantage already marginalized populations.
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The analysis of digital transformation also reveals the importance of considering the design and implementation
of digital systems from an intersectional perspective. The finding that persons with disabilities successfully
complete digital application processes at rates of only 18% compared to 62% for the general population indicates
serious accessibility barriers that require immediate attention.

Gender-Responsive Policy Design and Implementation

The assessment of gender-responsive policy design reveals that most current policies fail to move beyond
gender-aware approaches to achieve truly transformative outcomes. The finding that only 5% of social protection
policies achieve gender-transformative status while 23% remain gender-blind indicates significant room for
improvement in policy design and implementation.

The research findings support Holmes, Jones, and Domingo's (2019) argument that gender-responsive
approaches must move beyond simply including women as beneficiaries to transforming the underlying
structures that perpetuate gender inequality. The finding that 67% of female returnees face multiple barriers to
accessing social protection services demonstrates the need for comprehensive approaches that address both
practical and strategic gender needs.

The gender analysis reveals that current policies often fail to address the root causes of gender inequality, instead
focusing on symptoms and individual-level interventions. The finding that 92% of women returnees report that
care responsibilities constrain their ability to access social protection services illustrates how policies fail to
accommodate the realities of women's lives and roles.

The research demonstrates that gender-responsive policy design requires attention to multiple dimensions
including eligibility criteria, benefit design, service delivery mechanisms, monitoring systems, and grievance
procedures. The finding that monitoring systems show particular weaknesses, with 41% classified as gender-
blind, indicates the need for improved approaches to tracking and evaluating gender outcomes.

The analysis also reveals the importance of considering the intersection of gender with other forms of
disadvantage in policy design. The finding that elderly women returnees from rural areas experience 74% higher
exclusion rates demonstrates how gender intersects with age and geography to create specific vulnerabilities that
require targeted responses.

Community-Based Support Systems and Indigenous Knowledge

The analysis of community-based support systems reveals their continued importance and effectiveness in
providing social protection for vulnerable populations. The finding that 84% of returnees report positive
experiences with community-based support compared to 47% with formal systems demonstrates the value of
indigenous approaches to social protection.

The research findings support arguments for recognizing and strengthening community-based support systems
rather than replacing them with formal systems. The high effectiveness scores achieved by traditional mutual aid
societies (8.2/10) and religious organizations (7.8/10) indicate that these systems provide crucial social
protection functions that formal systems fail to deliver.

The analysis reveals that community-based support systems demonstrate greater cultural sensitivity and
accessibility compared to formal systems, providing support that is more responsive to local needs and contexts.
The finding that traditional mutual aid societies provide support to 78% of returnees indicates their broad reach
and continued relevance.

The research demonstrates the importance of integrating indigenous knowledge and community-based
approaches into formal social protection systems. The finding that there are significant gaps between formal
social protection systems and community-based approaches suggests opportunities for improved integration and
coordination.
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The analysis also reveals that community-based support systems face challenges related to resources and
sustainability, with many systems scoring medium or low on sustainability measures. This finding indicates the
need for approaches that strengthen community-based systems while addressing their resource constraints.

Artificial Intelligence and Ethical Considerations

The examination of Al applications in social protection reveals significant ethical challenges that require urgent
attention. The research findings support growing concerns about algorithmic bias and discrimination in
automated decision-making systems, demonstrating that Al systems often perpetuate existing inequalities rather
than addressing them.

The finding that Al systems lack adequate transparency and accountability mechanisms, with most applications
scoring below 3.0/10 on transparency measures, raises serious concerns about due process and accountability in
social protection delivery. This lack of transparency makes it difficult for affected individuals to understand or
challenge automated decisions, undermining fundamental principles of justice and fairness.

The research demonstrates that Al bias operates through multiple mechanisms including biased training data,
discriminatory algorithms, and inadequate testing and validation procedures. The finding that 67% of eligibility
determination systems demonstrate bias indicates the need for comprehensive approaches to bias detection and
mitigation.

The analysis reveals that Al systems often lack adequate consideration of intersectional vulnerabilities, with
algorithms designed to identify single forms of disadvantage failing to recognize complex patterns of multiple
marginalization. This finding emphasizes the need for Al systems that explicitly consider intersectional factors
in their design and implementation.

The research findings support calls for ethical Al frameworks that prioritize equity, transparency, and
accountability in social protection applications. The finding that fraud detection systems demonstrate the highest
rates of bias (71%) while achieving the lowest accuracy for marginalized groups (69%) illustrates the particular
risks of Al applications in punitive contexts.

Climate Change and Adaptive Social Protection

The analysis of climate change impacts reveals emerging challenges that require urgent attention and innovative
policy responses. The research findings support growing recognition of the need for adaptive social protection
systems that can respond to changing patterns of vulnerability and displacement.

The finding that climate-induced migration disproportionately affects women and marginalized populations,
with 78% of climate migrants being women and children, demonstrates the gendered nature of climate
vulnerability. This finding aligns with broader research on climate change and gender, emphasizing the need for
climate-responsive social protection that addresses gender-specific vulnerabilities.

The research reveals that climate change creates new patterns of vulnerability that existing social protection
systems are not designed to address. The finding that only 23% of social protection programs explicitly consider
climate change impacts indicates significant gaps in policy design and implementation.

The analysis demonstrates that climate change affects social protection through multiple pathways including
increased displacement and return migration, changing vulnerability patterns, and ecosystem service disruption.

Each pathway requires specific policy responses that current systems are not equipped to provide.

The research findings support calls for transformative adaptation approaches that address the root causes of
climate vulnerability while building resilience and adaptive capacity. The finding that ecosystem degradation
leads to 34% permanent migration with 69% being women illustrates the need for integrated approaches that
address both climate and gender vulnerabilities.
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Policy Innovation and Transformative Potential

The research reveals significant potential for policy innovation that could transform social protection delivery
and outcomes. The analysis demonstrates that current approaches often fail to achieve transformative outcomes
due to limitations in design, implementation, and evaluation.

The finding that community-based support systems achieve higher effectiveness scores than formal systems
suggests opportunities for hybrid approaches that combine the strengths of both systems. The research indicates
that policy innovation should build on existing strengths rather than replacing them with entirely new
approaches.

The analysis reveals that transformative policy innovation requires attention to multiple dimensions including
decolonial principles, intersectional analysis, digital inclusion, community participation, and adaptive capacity.
Each dimension offers opportunities for innovation that could significantly improve social protection outcomes.

The research demonstrates that policy innovation must be grounded in the lived experiences and needs of
affected populations rather than abstract policy frameworks. The finding that 73% of returnees express concerns
about the fairness and accuracy of current systems indicates the need for more participatory and responsive
approaches to policy design.

The analysis also reveals that policy innovation requires sustained commitment to structural change rather than
incremental reform. The finding that most policies operate at the gender-aware level rather than achieving
gender-transformative outcomes indicates the need for more ambitious approaches to policy change.

Regional and Global Implications

The research findings have significant implications for social protection policy and practice beyond Zimbabwe,
particularly in other post-colonial contexts facing similar challenges. The analysis demonstrates that many of the
challenges identified in Zimbabwe reflect broader patterns of exclusion and marginalization that characterize
social protection systems throughout the Global South.

The finding that colonial legacies continue to shape social protection systems has implications for decolonial
approaches to social policy throughout Africa and other post-colonial regions. The research suggests that
comprehensive system transformation may be necessary to address persistent inequalities and exclusions.

The analysis of digital transformation challenges has implications for the global push toward digital social
protection, demonstrating the need for more careful attention to equity and inclusion in digital system design.
The finding that digital transformation can exacerbate existing inequalities provides important lessons for other
contexts considering similar initiatives.

The research findings support growing recognition of the need for adaptive and responsive social protection
systems that can address emerging challenges such as climate change, migration, and technological change. The
analysis suggests that static policy frameworks are inadequate for addressing complex and evolving
vulnerabilities.

The intersectional analysis provides insights that could inform social protection policy in other contexts,
demonstrating the importance of considering multiple and intersecting forms of disadvantage in policy design
and implementation. The finding that intersectional vulnerabilities are often invisible to categorical approaches
has implications for social protection systems globally.

Proposed Framework
Transformative Intersectional Social Protection Framework (TISPF)

The Transformative Intersectional Social Protection Framework (TISPF) as shown in Figure 12 represents a
comprehensive approach to social protection that integrates decolonial principles, intersectional analysis, digital
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inclusion strategies, and community-based knowledge systems. This framework addresses the critical gaps
identified in current social protection systems while providing a roadmap for transformative policy change.

Framework Components
Pillar 1: Decolonial Foundation

The decolonial foundation serves as the conceptual base of the framework, challenging colonial legacies and
promoting indigenous knowledge systems. This pillar includes three core components: colonial legacy
identification, indigenous knowledge integration, and participatory governance structures. Colonial legacy
identification involves systematic examination of existing policies and practices to identify and address
discriminatory elements. Indigenous knowledge integration emphasizes the importance of traditional support
systems and community-based approaches. Participatory governance structures ensure that affected communities
have meaningful participation in policy design and implementation.

Pillar 2: Intersectional Analysis

The intersectional analysis pillar provides tools and frameworks for understanding and addressing multiple and
intersecting forms of disadvantage. This pillar includes vulnerability mapping, intersectional impact assessment,
and targeted intervention design. Vulnerability mapping involves systematic identification of how different
forms of disadvantage intersect to create specific vulnerabilities. Intersectional impact assessment examines how
policies and programs affect different populations in differentiated ways. Targeted intervention design develops
specific responses to address intersectional vulnerabilities.

Pillar 3: Digital Inclusion

The digital inclusion pillar addresses the challenges and opportunities of digital transformation in
socialprotection delivery. This pillar includes accessible design principles, digital literacy support, and
algorithmic bias mitigation. Accessible design principles ensure that digital systems are usable by all
populations, including persons with disabilities and low-literacy populations. Digital literacy support provides
training and resources to help marginalized populations access digital services. Algorithmic bias mitigation
includes processes for detecting and addressing discrimination in automated systems.

Pillar 4:

Community Integration The community integration pillar emphasizes the importance of strengthening and
integrating community-based support systems.

Figure 12: Transformative Intersectional Social Protection Framework (TISPF)

TISPF Framework

Transformative Intersectional Social Protection
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This pillar includes community system strengthening, formal-informal system integration, and capacity building
initiatives. Community system strengthening involves providing resources and support to traditional mutual aid
societies and other community-based organizations. Formal-informal system integration creates linkages
between formal social protection systems and community-based approaches. Capacity building initiatives
develop the skills and knowledge of community organizations and their members.

Pillar 5: Adaptive Capacity

The adaptive capacity pillar ensures that social protection systems can respond to changing needs and emerging
challenges. This pillar includes flexible policy design, responsive monitoring systems, and innovation
mechanisms. Flexible policy design allows for adjustment and adaptation based on changing circumstances and
emerging evidence. Responsive monitoring systems provide real-time feedback on program performance and
outcomes. Innovation mechanisms encourage experimentation and learning from successful innovations.

Framework Implementation Process

The implementation of TISPF follows a six-stage process that ensures systematic and comprehensive
transformation of social protection systems. Each stage includes specific activities, outputs, and indicators that
guide implementation and monitoring.

Stage 1: Assessment and Preparation

This stage involves comprehensive assessment of existing systems, identification of key stakeholders, and
development of implementation plans. Assessment activities include colonial legacy mapping, intersectional
vulnerability analysis, and digital readiness evaluation. Stakeholder identification ensures that all relevant actors
are engaged in the transformation process. Implementation planning develops detailed roadmaps for each pillar
of the framework.

Stage 2: Decolonial Foundation Building

This stage focuses on establishing the decolonial foundation through policy archaeology, indigenous knowledge
documentation, and participatory governance structure development. Policy archaeology involves systematic
examination of existing policies to identify and address colonial legacies. Indigenous knowledge documentation
captures traditional approaches to social support and protection. Participatory governance structure development
creates mechanisms for meaningful community participation in policy processes.

Stage 3: Intersectional System Design

This stage involves developing intersectional approaches to policy design and service delivery. Activities include
intersectional vulnerability mapping, targeted intervention design, and service delivery model development.
Intersectional vulnerability mapping identifies specific populations and their unique needs. Targeted intervention
design develops specific responses to address intersectional vulnerabilities. Service delivery model development
creates new approaches to delivering services that address multiple forms of disadvantage.

Stage 4: Digital Inclusion Integration

This stage focuses on integrating digital inclusion principles into social protection systems. Activities include
accessible digital platform development, digital literacy program implementation, and algorithmic bias
mitigation system development. Accessible digital platform development ensures that digital systems are usable
by all populations. Digital literacy program implementation provides training and support to marginalized
populations. Algorithmic bias mitigation system development creates processes for detecting and addressing
discrimination in automated systems.

Stage S: Community System Strengthening

This stage involves strengthening community-based support systems and integrating them with formal social
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protection systems. Activities include community organization capacity building, formal-informal system
integration, and resource mobilization. Community organization capacity building develops the skills and
knowledge of community-based organizations. Formal-informal system integration creates linkages between
different types of social protection systems. Resource mobilization ensures that community-based systems have
adequate resources to operate effectively.

Stage 6: Adaptive Capacity Development

This stage focuses on developing adaptive capacity within social protection systems. Activities include flexible
policy mechanism development, responsive monitoring system implementation, and innovation platform
creation. Flexible policy mechanism development allows for adjustment and adaptation based on changing
circumstances. Responsive monitoring system implementation provides real-time feedback on program
performance. Innovation platform creation encourages experimentation and learning from successful
innovations.

Framework Indicators and Monitoring

The TISPF includes comprehensive monitoring and evaluation systems that track progress across all five pillars.
The framework uses both quantitative and qualitative indicators to assess progress and outcomes.

Decolonial Foundation Indicators:

Include the percentage of policies that explicitly address colonial legacies, the level of indigenous knowledge
integration in policy design, and the degree of meaningful community participation in governance structures.

Intersectional Analysis Indicators:

Include the percentage of programs that address intersectional vulnerabilities, the level of improvement in access
for multiply marginalized populations, and the degree of targeted intervention effectiveness.

Digital Inclusion Indicators:

Include digital access rates across different demographic groups, digital literacy levels among marginalized
populations, and the extent of algorithmic bias reduction in automated systems.

Community Integration Indicators:

Include the strength and capacity of community-based support systems, the level of integration between formal
and informal systems, and the effectiveness of capacity building initiatives.

Adaptive Capacity Indicators:

Include the flexibility of policy frameworks, the responsiveness of monitoring systems, and the level of
innovation and learning within the system.

The framework emphasizes the importance of participatory monitoring that involves affected communities in
tracking progress and identifying areas for improvement. This approach ensures that monitoring systems are
responsive to the needs and experiences of those they are intended to serve.

Research Contribution

This research makes significant theoretical, methodological, and practical contributions to the fields of social
protection, migration studies, and gender analysis. The development of the Transformative Intersectional Social
Protection Framework (TISPF) represents a pioneering integration of decolonial theory, intersectional analysis,
and digital inclusion strategies within a comprehensive policy framework. This theoretical contribution advances
understanding of how colonial legacies, intersectional vulnerabilities, and digital transformation intersect to
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shape social protection outcomes in post-colonial contexts.

The research introduces innovative methodological approaches including decolonial policy archaeology, digital
intersectionality analysis, and intersectional vulnerability mapping. These methodological innovations provide
new tools for analyzing complex social protection systems while centering the experiences and knowledge of
marginalized populations. The decolonial policy archaeology framework offers a systematic approach to
identifying and addressing colonial legacies in contemporary policy systems, while the digital intersectionality
analysis provides crucial insights into how digital transformation affects different populations in differentiated
ways.

The practical contributions of this research include the development of actionable policy recommendations,
implementation guidelines, and monitoring frameworks that can be immediately applied in Zimbabwe and other
similar contexts. The TISPF provides a roadmap for transformative social protection reform that addresses
systemic inequalities while building on existing strengths within community-based support systems. The
framework's emphasis on participatory approaches and community integration offers practical alternatives to
top-down policy implementation models.

The research contributes to emerging scholarship on decolonial social protection theory while providing
empirical evidence of how colonial legacies continue to shape contemporary social protection systems. The
finding that traditional mutual aid societies achieve higher effectiveness scores than formal systems challenges
assumptions about the superiority of formal social protection approaches and provides evidence for the continued
relevance of indigenous knowledge systems. This research establishes new foundations for understanding social
protection in post-colonial contexts while offering practical tools for achieving transformative change.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The research findings generate comprehensive recommendations for transforming Zimbabwe's social protection
system to better serve returnee migrants and other vulnerable populations. These recommendations address
policy design, implementation processes, institutional arrangements, and capacity building needs while
emphasizing the importance of participatory approaches and community engagement.

Policy Design Recommendations:

Emphasize the need for comprehensive policy reform that addresses colonial legacies while integrating
intersectional analysis and digital inclusion principles. The government should conduct systematic colonial
legacy assessments of all social protection policies, identifying and addressing discriminatory elements that
perpetuate exclusion. Policy frameworks should be redesigned using intersectional analysis to ensure that
multiple and intersecting forms of disadvantage are explicitly recognized and addressed. Digital social protection
initiatives should be developed using accessible design principles that prioritize equity and inclusion from the
outset rather than attempting to address exclusion after implementation.

Implementation Process Recommendations:

Focus on developing capacity and systems for effective service delivery that reaches marginalized populations.
Frontline workers require comprehensive training on intersectional analysis, cultural sensitivity, and gender-
responsive service delivery to ensure that policies are implemented in ways that promote inclusion rather than
exclusion. Service delivery systems should be redesigned to accommodate the complex realities of returnee
migrants, including flexible documentation requirements, mobile service delivery options, and culturally
appropriate communication strategies. Community-based service delivery models should be developed that build
on existing strengths within traditional support systems while ensuring adequate resources and capacity.

Institutional Arrangement Recommendations:

Emphasize the need for coordination mechanisms that integrate different types of social protection systems while
ensuring accountability and transparency. Inter-ministerial coordination mechanisms should be established to
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ensure coherent approaches to migration and social protection that avoid duplication and gaps in service delivery.
Formal-informal system integration should be promoted through resource sharing agreements, capacity building
initiatives, and joint programming that leverages the strengths of both systems. Participatory governance
structures should be created that ensure meaningful participation of affected communities in policy design,
implementation, and monitoring processes.

Digital Transformation Recommendations:

Address the urgent need for inclusive digital social protection systems that do not perpetuate existing
inequalities. Digital platforms should be designed using universal design principles that ensure accessibility for
persons with disabilities, low-literacy populations, and other marginalized groups. Algorithmic bias detection
and mitigation systems should be implemented before deploying automated decision-making systems, with
regular auditing and adjustment processes to ensure fairness and accuracy. Digital literacy programs should be
developed that specifically target marginalized populations, with particular attention to women, elderly, and rural
populations who face the greatest digital divides.

Community Engagement Recommendations:

Emphasize the importance of strengthening community-based support systems while ensuring their integration
with formal social protection systems. Traditional mutual aid societies and other community-based organizations
should receive capacity building support and resources to enhance their effectiveness and sustainability.
Community participation mechanisms should be established that ensure meaningful involvement of affected
communities in all stages of policy development and implementation. Indigenous knowledge systems should be
documented and integrated into formal social protection approaches, recognizing the continued relevance and
effectiveness of traditional approaches to social support.

Monitoring and Evaluation Recommendations:

Focus on developing comprehensive systems for tracking progress and ensuring accountability. Intersectional
monitoring systems should be implemented that track outcomes for different populations disaggregated by
gender, age, disability, migration status, and other relevant characteristics. Participatory monitoring approaches
should be developed that involve affected communities in assessing program effectiveness and identifying areas
for improvement. Regular policy impact assessments should be conducted that examine both intended and
unintended consequences of social protection interventions, with particular attention to their effects on
marginalized populations.

Capacity Building Recommendations:

Address the need for sustained investment in human resources and institutional capacity. Government officials
require training on decolonial approaches, intersectional analysis, and transformative social protection principles
to ensure effective policy development and implementation. Civil society organizations need support to develop
their capacity to advocate for marginalized populations and monitor government performance. Academic
institutions should be supported to develop research capacity on social protection, migration, and gender issues
to ensure continued knowledge generation and policy analysis.

These recommendations collectively provide a comprehensive approach to transforming Zimbabwe's social
protection system while addressing the specific needs of returnee migrants and other vulnerable populations.
Implementation of these recommendations requires sustained political commitment, adequate resources, and
meaningful participation of affected communities in all aspects of the transformation process.

Further Research

The findings of this research generate important questions and opportunities for further investigation that could
advance understanding of transformative social protection in migration contexts. Several areas warrant priority
attention to build on the foundations established by this study and address remaining knowledge gaps.
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Longitudinal Impact Studies are needed to assess the long-term effects of implementing the Transformative
Intersectional Social Protection Framework. Future research should track the experiences of returnee migrants
over extended periods to understand how transformed social protection systems affect their integration outcomes,
economic participation, and overall well-being. Such studies would provide crucial evidence about the
effectiveness of intersectional approaches and identify areas for continued improvement.

Comparative Analysis Across Contexts would enhance understanding of how decolonial social protection
approaches might be adapted to different post-colonial contexts. Research examining the implementation of
similar frameworks in other Southern African countries, or comparing experiences across different post-colonial
regions, would provide valuable insights into the transferability and adaptation requirements of the TISPF. Such
comparative studies could identify universal principles while recognizing context-specific factors that influence
implementation success.

Technology and Al Ethics Research requires urgent attention given the rapid expansion of digital social
protection systems. Future research should investigate the development and implementation of ethical Al
frameworks specifically designed for social protection applications, with particular attention to bias detection,
algorithmic transparency, and accountability mechanisms. Studies examining community perspectives on Al use
in social protection would provide crucial insights into acceptability and trust issues that affect system
effectiveness.

Community-Based Innovation Studies should explore how traditional support systems adapt and evolve in
response to changing migration patterns and contemporary challenges. Research investigating the innovation
capacity of community-based organizations and their potential for scaling effective approaches would inform
strategies for strengthening indigenous social protection mechanisms. Such studies could identify best practices
for supporting community-led innovation while maintaining cultural authenticity and local ownership.

Climate-Migration-Protection Nexus Research represents an emerging priority given increasing climate-induced
displacement. Future studies should examine how adaptive social protection systems can respond to climate
migration patterns, including the development of anticipatory approaches that prepare for future displacement
scenarios. Research investigating the effectiveness of different adaptive social protection models in addressing
climate vulnerabilities would inform policy development in this critical area.

Intersectional Methodology Development could advance the analytical tools available for understanding
complex vulnerabilities in migration contexts. Future research should develop and test new approaches to
intersectional analysis that can capture the dynamic and fluid nature of identity and vulnerability, particularly in
migration contexts where identities and circumstances change over time.

CONCLUSION

This research has developed a transformative intersectional framework for gender-responsive social protection
that addresses the complex challenges facing returnee migrants in Zimbabwe while contributing to broader
theoretical and practical understanding of social protection in post-colonial contexts. The comprehensive
analysis reveals that Zimbabwe's social protection system remains deeply influenced by colonial legacies that
systematically exclude and marginalize vulnerable populations, particularly those experiencing multiple and
intersecting forms of disadvantage.

The research demonstrates that current approaches to social protection fail to address the complex realities of
intersectional vulnerability, with traditional single-issue frameworks proving inadequate for understanding and
responding to the experiences of multiply marginalized populations. The finding that young women returnees
with disabilities face 67% higher barriers to access compared to the general population illustrates the
multiplicative nature of intersectional disadvantage and the urgent need for more sophisticated analytical and
policy frameworks.

The analysis of digital transformation in social protection reveals a critical paradox: while digital technologies
offer potential for improved accessibility and efficiency, they simultaneously create new forms of exclusion and
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discrimination. The research shows that digital initiatives have increased exclusion rates by 23% among elderly
and disabled migrants, demonstrating the importance of inclusive design principles and explicit attention to
equity in digital system development. The finding that algorithmic systems systematically discriminate against
marginalized populations highlights the urgent need for ethical Al frameworks and robust accountability
mechanisms.

The examination of community-based support systems reveals their continued importance and effectiveness in
providing culturally appropriate and accessible social protection. The research shows that traditional mutual aid
societies achieve higher effectiveness scores than formal systems, providing crucial evidence for the value of
indigenous knowledge and community-based approaches. This finding challenges assumptions about the
superiority of formal social protection systems and suggests that transformative approaches should build on
existing strengths rather than replacing them entirely.

The Transformative Intersectional Social Protection Framework (TISPF) developed through this research
provides a comprehensive roadmap for system transformation that integrates decolonial principles, intersectional
analysis, digital inclusion strategies, and community-based knowledge systems. The framework offers practical
tools for policymakers while contributing to emerging theoretical understanding of transformative social
protection in post-colonial contexts.

The research contributes to several fields of scholarship including social protection studies, migration research,
gender analysis, and decolonial theory. The methodological innovations introduced through this study, including
decolonial policy archaeology and digital intersectionality analysis, provide new tools for analyzing complex
social protection systems while centering the experiences and knowledge of marginalized populations.

The practical implications of this research extend beyond Zimbabwe to other post-colonial contexts facing
similar challenges in migration governance and social protection delivery. The framework's emphasis on
participatory approaches, community integration, and adaptive capacity offers alternatives to top-down policy
implementation models that have often failed to achieve transformative outcomes.

Moving forward, the implementation of the TISPF requires sustained political commitment, adequate resources,
and meaningful participation of affected communities in all aspects of the transformation process. The research
demonstrates that incremental reform is insufficient to address systemic inequalities and exclusions;
comprehensive transformation is necessary to create social protection systems that truly serve all members of
society.

The urgency of this transformation cannot be overstated. As climate change intensifies migration pressures and
digital transformation accelerates, the need for responsive, inclusive, and equitable social protection systems
becomes increasingly critical. This research provides a foundation for that transformation while recognizing that
continued learning, adaptation, and innovation will be necessary to address emerging challenges and
opportunities.
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