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Foreword

In the aftermath of World War II, millions of children in Europe were left without someone 
to care for them. In some cases both parents had died; in others parents simply lost the 
ability to provide care due to the traumas of war. These children were often placed in 
large-scale orphanages and separated from their siblings – a last familial connection that 
could have served as comfort.

From this need, a movement was born 75 years ago. Hermann Gmeiner and a group of 
passionate associates pioneered an initiative that soon expanded from Imst, Austria to 
all corners of the world, rooted in the simple but profound premise that children need and 
have the right to grow in nurturing and loving environments.

During these 75 years, we have seen the movement spread in reach and scope. It was 
built by many – staff, caregivers, volunteers, donors, and partners around the world. Our 
heartfelt thanks go to everyone who has contributed to a global movement dedicated to 
upholding and advocating for the rights of children and young people without or at risk of 
losing parental care. We especially call out the thousands of devoted care practitioners 
and professionals who work with compassion and diligence, every day.

We welcome the significant strides that have been made in effecting systemic change. 
Drawing on our collective experience and guided by the principles of the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, SOS Children’s Villages joined with others to engage in 
advocacy work, broadening our scope beyond providing direct care. This collaboration 
was instrumental in promoting the development of global quality care standards and led 
to significant influence on national governments and milestone international instruments, 
such as the UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children and the subsequent 2019 
UN Resolution on the Rights of the Child. Moreover, it prompted our organization to 
actively engage in shaping the UN Sustainable Development Goals and various regional 
child rights instruments and frameworks.

Today, SOS Children’s Villages is a federation of locally led member associations in over 
130 countries and territories, supporting children, young people, and their families with 
a range of services aimed at keeping families together and providing tailored quality 
alternative care that best meets the child’s and young person’s needs. Through a 
holistic approach, we strive for children to grow into confident, resilient, and empowered 
individuals. To maximize our impact, we work with communities and engage in advocacy 
to create systemic change for children and young people without parental care or at risk 
of losing it.

Unfortunately, even today, a combination of crises is depriving millions of children 
around the world of their basic rights and opportunities. Just like in 1949, we witness 
children and young people being forcibly displaced from their homes, separated from 
their families, and traumatized. Humanitarian crises induced by armed conflicts and 
natural disasters are making it harder for families to stay together, leaving children 
without adequate parental care. Without someone to protect them, children are suffering 
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from lack of protection, shelter, safety, and are vulnerable to a range of abuses and 
exploitations. In addition, multidimensional poverty, inequality, and social exclusion have 
also perpetuated the cycle of vulnerability for many children, young people, and families 
everywhere in the world.

As we reflect on the past 75 years and look to the future, in a world where so many 
millions of children and young people are in need of protection, we must all continue to 
learn from our past and improve in providing safe and nurturing environments. In this 
way, we can empower families and communities to contribute to societal well-being and 
economic development.

We must also continue to persevere and expand our movement so that families at risk 
of breaking down are given the support they need to stay together, suitable and quality 
alternative care is available when necessary and in the best interest of the child, and 
young people are supported as they transition into independent life. We commit to 
working with communities, governments, partners, international governmental and non-
governmental agencies, and peers in our sector to scale up investments in family
strengthening and social protection so that no child is unnecessarily separated from 
their family, and to ensure that every child receives quality care to thrive.

Together, let us reaffirm our commitment to building a world where every child and young 
person is given the opportunity to live a life of dignity.

Together, we can continue to build on this global movement, which remains a beacon  
of hope for those who have no one – so that no child grows up alone.

Angela Maria Rosales R.
Acting Chief Executive Officer 
Chief Programme Officer
SOS Children’s Villages International

Dereje Wordofa
President
SOS Children’s Villages International
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Impact at the individual level

Since our founding 75 years ago, we have been providing services 
to individuals. Our work centres around ensuring that children grow 
up in a nurturing environment with strong and trusting relationships 
– whether in their families of origin or in alternative care. With this as 
our aim, we work directly with children, young people and families, 
providing holistic support. We measure the impact of our services 
in the lives of individuals who participated in our programmes along 
four main themes covering eight dimensions of well-being.7 This 
chapter provides overall results and explores each theme in detail. 

As part of the assessments, external researchers conduct interviews and focus group discussions with 
former participants of our family-like care and family strengthening services. Information on their situation 
before they entered the programme and benchmarking against indicators is applied. The methodology is 
novel for our sector since we try to locate former participants one-six years after the services have ended 
to see how they are doing and whether the services have had a sustainable positive impact in their lives.

For each well-being dimension, a score between 1 and 4 is given, with 1 representing highly satisfactory, 
2 fairly satisfactory, 3 fairly unsatisfactory and 4 highly unsatisfactory. “Doing well” is assigned to those 
interviews where assessment of 1 or 2 was given.

7	 The eight well-being dimensions: care, education and skills, livelihood, accommodation, food security, health, social inclusion, social and emotional 
well-being.

The four main themes addressed by our social impact assessments:  

Breaking the cycle of separation and abandonment through care:  
To what extent can former participants rely on family, friends and neighbours for support? If still 
children, do they receive quality care, and if parents, do they meet their parental obligations? 

Enabling self-reliance through education and employment:  
Do former participants have adequate education and skills? Do they have a job and are they able 
to earn a decent living?  

Securing basic needs:  
Do former participants have adequate accommodation, food security and health?  

A foundation for a happy life:  
To what extent do former participants experience social and emotional well-being, and are they 
safe from discrimination and harm?
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While these are positive results, it is important to note that 4% of children did not always have a consistent 
caregiver due to their parents’ employment situation or were reported to be without the care of their 
parents. 

In some locations impact assessments suggest there is a need for more services to support parenting 
skills, tailored to specific groups such as single parents or fathers. The assessment in Nicaragua 
highlighted the country’s active fatherhood programme as a good practice.  

“Before I joined the programme, I had many doubts about fatherhood; I did 
things that were not correct… We have observed many changes in the group. 
We also learned to better express ourselves, to show our weaknesses and 
doubts and to help each other.”

Former family strengthening participant, Nicaragua

For family-like care, this dimension of assessment focuses on the way people who have left our care 
parent their own children.

About 47% of those interviewed had their own children at the time of their interview. Of those, 97% 
reported fulfilling their parental obligations, be it directly in their own household or in their partner’s 
household in the case of divorce or separation.  

Overall, these results are promising, especially considering the fact that most former participants had 
experienced difficulties during childhood, such as family breakdown. This data indicates that there is a 
likely positive impact on the next generation of children, breaking intergenerational patterns of family 
breakdown.17

“I can protect and take care of my children with a good attitude. It means a lot 
to me as a mother.”

 Former family-like participant, Indonesia

17	Belsky, Conger, and Capaldi, “The Intergenerational Transmission of Parenting.”
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Data sources: Social impact assessments

Data sources: Social impact assessments and Tracking Footprints studies

Data sources: Social impact assessments and Tracking Footprints studies
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Alain grew up together with his sister in an SOS Children’s Village in Belgium. For almost 
16 years they were cared for by Anne-Marie, whom he and the other children called 
“Mamy.” Today, Alain lives in a town near Brussels together with his wife Véronica and his 
son Alejandro. He works as an IT Application Manager at a Public Social Service Center 
and together with Véronica, he shares a passion for art.  

Alain, Belgium
Interview

“My biological father and mother were not able to 
take care of me and my sister. When I arrived in the 
village at 1.5 years old, I did not speak one word 
till the age of 3. The early years in my childhood 
for sure had an impact on me. But the stability of 
having Mamy around us helped me to grow as a 
person. It was really a mother-child relationship. 
When growing up, she gave us the freedom to 
explore. I loved to go into nature to reflect and 
think. But I also hitchhiked thousands of kilometres 
to discover the surroundings. I knew what I could 
do and what I couldn’t as Mamy had clear rules 
and values. Respect was one of them. Respect for 
others, for yourself and for materials. 

This value I also embrace in the raising of our son 
Alejandro. Another value Mamy taught us was open 
communication. If you have something to say, say 
it. Always with respect.   

I have a good relationship with my son, built on 
trust. I’m 51 years old now but we still play video 

games together and we share the same passion: 
martial arts. In 2 years he will turn 18 years old. For 
me, that was a challenging period as I had to leave 
the village. But I stayed positive and optimistic 

knowing I had a fallback with all the people working 
in the village and with whom I had built up a 
relationship. It’s like an acrobat having a net below 
him to catch him when something goes wrong in 
the jump. I will encourage Alejandro to explore, to 
take on projects and discover what life has to offer. 
And Véronica and I will be there to support him, and 
be the net when necessary.”

“It’s like an acrobat 
having a net below 

him to catch him when 
something goes wrong  

in the jump.”

© Photo from the interviewee

1475 Years of Impact  |
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Impact at the individual level

Enabling self-reliance through 
education and employment 
Our services aim to support children to attain relevant education and skills, according to their interests 
and potential, so that they are able to secure a suitable job which provides for a decent living. This is a pre-
requisite for an independent and self-determined life as an adult. This theme measures the education and 
skills and the livelihood situation of former participants from family strengthening and family-like care.

Figure 3: Share of former participants doing well in terms of self-reliance

Results show that on average 59% of former participants are doing well in terms of their education, 
skills and the ability to secure their own livelihood.18 Only individuals with positive scores across both 
dimensions (education and skills; livelihood) are counted as “doing well,” which explains why the overall 
figure is lower than the dimensions. This also indicates that on average, 41% are not doing well in one or 
both of the mentioned dimensions, which requires further attention from a programmatic perspective. 

Education and skills 

Of those surveyed, 84% of former participants from family-like care and 85% of former participants from 
family strengthening (a slight increase from 82% as presented in 2019 report) had completed secondary 
or vocational training and either had the skills to secure a decent job or were studying towards relevant 
qualifications. In fact, across ten countries, former participants achieved equal or higher educational 
levels than the national average. 

18	In education and skills, children from family strengthening are assessed, but not parents/caregivers. In livelihood, parent/caregivers are assessed in 
terms of having funds to cover children’s survival and developmental needs.
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Impact at the individual level

This is especially the case for female care leavers, who are significantly less frequently employed than 
their male peers, as shown in the “livelihood” and “education and skills” scores (see figure 5). 

On average, young women fared worse than young men in terms of both education and employment, even 
though in all other dimensions female interviewees were doing either slightly better or marginally worse 
than male. In almost all countries, women were either equally or less frequently employed than men. Only 
in France, Italy, Kyrgyzstan and Zanzibar were slightly more women than men employed or in education 
or training at the time of the survey. During the assessments, one of the reasons mentioned for lower 
education and employment levels was that young women often had to stay at home due to household 
duties or child care. As one former participant highlighted:  

“I don’t have time to play. Almost all household duties are on my shoulders.” 
15-year-old female former family strengthening participant, Kyrgzystan  

These trends are also reported globally; young women on average are less likely to be in education, 
employment, or training than young men and are more likely to contribute informally to the care 
economy.21 

That being said, the gap has slightly closed since our 2019 report, when women were at 65% in terms of 
livelihood, as opposed to 68%. 

We have put special measures in place in recent years to boost the employability of young people in our 
programmes and support them in the labour market. Our strategy towards 2030 puts a special emphasis 
on this. In addition, a global project called YouthCan! aims to boost the employability of young people. 
During 2023, the project reached 17,800 young people in 49 countries through training, job exposure or 
mentoring.

21	ILO, Global Employment Trends.
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Figure 5: Share of former family-like care participants doing well in respective dimensions, by gender



Impact at the individual level

Sireen and her siblings grew up in SOS Children’s Villages family-like care in Amman, 
Jordan. Now a college graduate and mother to a young girl, Sireen has faced many 
challenges in finding stable employment. In 2022, she joined the Care Leavers Coalition 
project, through which she has received financial support, skills-building and training 
opportunities.  

Sireen, Jordan
Interview

“Before I joined this programme, I had lost 
hope in people due to encountering numerous 
opportunities with false promises. I didn’t expect 
to derive real benefits from the programme. But 
to my surprise it has helped me regain confidence 
and hope. It served as a reminder of my capabilities 
and reignited my determination, giving me the 
encouragement I needed. The most rewarding 
aspect has been the positive atmosphere and 
sense of community. The support we received from 
the other people involved – particularly the staff – 
assured all participants that they were not alone. 
This made me feel safer and more supported.”  

The Care Leavers Coalition is a partnership 
between SOS Children’s Villages Jordan and 
Futuremakers by Standard Chartered. As a 
participant, Sireen has gained access to a global 
initiative providing young people aged 18-35 with 
the skills and knowledge they need to enter the 
labour market.

“I’ve learned so much. I love marketing and hope 
for a full-time job here after my internship. It 
has refreshed my mind and memory. I practice 

English daily with language apps and podcasts, 
because it’s an essential language for excelling in 
my career. This is the only chance that has truly 
made a difference in my life, the only one that 
has genuinely prepared me for the future. I have 
discovered a leader within myself, someone who 
is capable of making decisions and achieving 
success. I believe in my ability to manage 
processes and work hard. I hope to use these 
qualities to run my own business one day.” 

“Here’s a piece of advice for everyone out there. 
Say no to despair. Life is a series of challenges that 
you can overcome. Create boundaries, distance 
yourself from negative influences, and focus 
on your personal growth. Never underestimate 
yourself.”

© Mira Samman

“I have discovered a leader 
within myself, someone 

who is capable of making 
decisions and achieving 

success. ”

1875 Years of Impact  |
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Securing basic needs

This theme explores the extent to which former participants are doing well in terms of their basic needs, 
which includes their living conditions and stability of their accommodation, health status, and food 
security. In family-like care, children are empowered to learn how to take care of themselves when 
grown-up, for example through the development of day-to-day life skills and age-appropriate household 
responsibilities. In some programmes, young people leaving care are provided housing support that 
gives them access to affordable housing or loans. And in family strengthening, we work together with 
partners to support caregivers to access essential services, such as social protection and health care, for 
themselves and their children.   

Across family strengthening and family-like care, 72%22 of former participants surveyed were doing well in 
terms of accommodation, food security and health.

22	Only individuals with positive scores across all three dimensions are counted as “doing well,” which explains why the overall figure is lower than the 
scores of the individual dimensions.

Figure 6: Share of former participants doing well in securing basic needs
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Lindiwe and her family joined a family strengthening programme (FSP) in South Africa in 
2008, after meeting with a community social worker. At the time, the family was grappling 
with severe poverty, with no income or access to social services. She describes how the 
support she received helped the family to turn things around. 

Lindiwe, South Africa
Interview

“The situation was very difficult. We lived in a two-
roomed house with six children, and there were 
many of us. I lived with my children and my sister’s 
children, whose parents had passed away. My 
sister’s children had no birth certificates, because 
their mother had had no identity document. It was 
very bad. We were always hungry. 

Joining the family strengthening programme made 
a huge difference in our lives. Through the FSP 
team’s work with the South African Social Services 
Agency, we were able to access government social 
grants for each of the children. We received food 
parcels, clothes, transport money for school and 
extra support to help them learn better. All six 
children are now documented. 

As a mother, the programme taught me how to 
make means and provide for my children. I was 
part of a self-help group where I learned how to 
start saving and could also borrow money. I started 
a small business at home, selling sweets, chips, 
ice lollies and other such items. This provides 
us with a small income. Parental lessons helped 

me with how to relate to my children and care for 
them in a loving way. I was taught that I need to 
have conversations with my children, to talk to my 
children often and consistently, and that I need 
to express to my children that I love them. These 
are things I never used to do before. We are now 
more open and communicate in a manner that 
satisfies all of us. This is what I learned, that it’s 
not just about basic needs like food and clothes, 
but children need to be shown love. I now sleep 
peacefully. Life is smooth now knowing that my 

family is provided for. Yes life is not perfect, but 
we are in a much better situation. The learnings we 
got from the programme are passed on from us to 
our children, our children pass them down and this 
makes a generational change that makes sure we 
are permanently pulled out of poverty.” 

“Life is smooth now 
knowing that my family  

is provided for. ”

© Philani Ngcobo

© Philani Ngcobo

21
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Social and emotional well-being

This theme assesses the extent to which former participants are doing well in terms of social inclusion, 
protection and general well-being. In the case of independent adults, we measure this through their 
perceived level of self-esteem, happiness, and whether they report experiencing discrimination. 
For former participants who are still children, we assess whether they are protected from abuse and 
exploitation, have all legally required identity documents, and experience any discrimination, as well as 
their happiness levels and social behaviour.  

Through our services, we support children and families through life skills training, social and emotional 
support as part of day-to-day interactions, support groups, counselling, trauma therapy, psychotherapy, 
child rights trainings, and other psychosocial support services whenever required. 

Overall, 82%24 of former participants reported to be doing well in terms of their perceived social inclusion, 
protection, happiness, and self-esteem (figure 7). 

Social inclusion 

In terms of social inclusion, overall, 93% of former participants from family-like care reported experiencing 
no discrimination that compromises their well-being. From family strengthening, 90% of former 
participants reported doing well in this regard.  

24	Only individuals with positive scores across both dimensions are counted as “doing well,” which explains why the overall figure is lower than the scores of 
the individual dimensions.
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Figure 7: Share of former participants doing well in social and emotional well-being
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Children generally have all legally required documents, do not experience discrimination and are safe from 
abuse and exploitation, according to their parents. Some families reported that, thanks to the programme, 
they now felt more included in and accepted by the community, some even engaging in community 
activities. Others reported that the services had helped them learn how to cope with hardships. Those that 
did not receive satisfactory scores either did not have an identity card or birth certificate for their children, 
or experienced discrimination in the neighbourhood or at school.

Some interviewees who have left family-like care recalled past experiences of discrimination or 
stigmatization due to their alternative care status:  

“At school, they called us the ‘little SOS monkey’ or ‘parentless kid.’ I learnt to 
be careful of people; they can turn out wicked. So my social circle is small, but 
I can count on it.” 

Former family-like care participant, France  

Social and emotional well-being 

In terms of their social and emotional well-being, 85% of former participants from family-like care reported 
being generally satisfied with their lives, having a sense of purpose in life and wanting to achieve personal 
goals. Those that reported not doing well were unhappy with their employment situation and had not 
achieved their goals, or were still coming to terms with difficult childhood experiences:  

“I need to improve my social and communication skills. Because of the 
violence I experienced during my childhood, I am a very shy person and I am 
afraid of people.” 

Former family-like care participant, Kyrgyzstan 

In family strengthening, 88% reported to be doing well, in the sense of the social behaviour of the 
children and their happiness. Those with unsatisfactory scores mentioned experiences of discrimination, 
dissatisfaction with living conditions or behavioural problems reported by teachers at school.



Mama Arista, Indonesia
Interview

“I’ve worked with SOS Children’s Villages for about 
29 years, since August 1st 1995. I still have a really 
good relationship with most of the children I’ve 
cared for. There are only two or three people who  
I am not in contact with anymore.  

We speak by phone, usually on Saturday or Sunday. 
Bunga frequently calls every week with greetings 
like ‘happy Sunday!’ ‘happy weekend, mama!’ and 
she takes me on holiday every year on my birthday. 
She often tells me about her baby, her activities, 
and her business. 

I believe most of the children I cared for are 
happy and doing well in life. I feel that their tasks, 
responsibilities, and the work they do bring them 
joy. I see their children – my grandchildren – 
growing up and following their own dreams. That 
makes me feel that their parent’s upbringing at 
SOS Children’s Villages was successful. One of my 

grandchildren even wants to become an engineer. 
Still, I don’t say that the successful children are 
only those who succeed in school or work. Those 
who are independent, who truly make the most out 
of their lives, it’s not necessarily their studies or 
businesses that make them successful. Success 
for me means those who can complete their tasks 
well, who fulfill their responsibilities well, who can 
adapt socially, follow norms, and manage their 
household well.  

I realize that they come here from different 
backgrounds, not related. They are all truly 
different, SOS Children’s Villages gives me the 
responsibility to unify them as one family – that’s 
what I do. I want to be open with them and open the 
hearts of the children to understand that we are all 
the same here. We may come from sad or difficult 
backgrounds, but we are all the same. Look at me, 
if I can love you, you can love each other too.” 

Mama Arista has spent nearly three decades as a caregiver at SOS Children’s Villages in 
Jakarta, Indonesia. During that time, she has raised 33 children. Seven of them – all girls – 
are currently in her care and she maintains a close relationship with most of the others. In 
this interview, she describes how the children she raised are faring today.  

2475 Years of Impact  |

© Evadina Prawitasari
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Our social impact assessments measure the changes in the situation of communities brought about by 
the programme.25 

The following dimensions are assessed:   

•	Community awareness: Are key stakeholders aware of the situation of children and families; do they 
have a clear idea of how to improve their situation?   

•	Civic engagement: Do individual community members take action for children and families who find 
themselves in vulnerable situations?  

•	Community networks: Are there formal community networks that take coordinated action to support 
children and families in vulnerable situations?   

•	Child protection mechanisms: Does the community have mechanisms to respond to child rights 
violations?    

•	Progress towards sustainability: Could partners participating in programme implementation 
continue the activities to support children and families in the community if SOS Children’s Villages 
withdrew?   

•	Alternative care: Has the number of children placed in alternative care reduced since the services 
started?   

The results below represent evidence collected (via social impact assessments) from 2015 to 2022 in 
seventeen countries: Benin, Bolivia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Côte d’Ivoire, Indonesia, Italy, Kyrgyzstan, 
Mozambique, Nicaragua, Nepal, Palestine (in two locations, Bethlehem and Gaza), Peru, Philippines, 
Senegal, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, and Togo. Independent researchers carried out individual interviews and 
focus group discussions with relevant community stakeholders, including authorities, partners and 
programme staff. Across all locations, the assessments showed that SOS Children’s Villages was working 
closely with governments, NGOs and community-based organizations to support children and their 
families.    

25	Based on interviews with experts in the community and government and assessed against benchmark data.

Impact at the community level

Beyond the impact our services and projects have in the lives of 
individuals, we also work at the community level to improve the 
situation of children without parental care or at risk of losing it. We 
design our programmes so that support systems for children and their 
families are strengthened. Our aim is that communities are strong and 
can serve as a safety net for children who are on their own or families 
who are at risk of breaking down. Our work supports for example 
community- and family-based care options, such as kinship care. 
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As figure 8 shows, the impact of our work in communities along the six dimensions generally scored 
positively, but the results also highlighted some areas to further strengthen.   

While there is strong community awareness of children and families at risk, civic engagement to address 
the situation lags behind, but has improved since our 70 Years of Impact report in 2019 (from 58% to 65% 
of locations doing well).   

In fact, each dimension showed improvement since our 2019 report except for the community networks 
dimension which decreased from 83% to 71%. Community networks typically include networks of 
service providers, but can also include alliances for advocacy to address key issues at community level 
– for example ensuring that relevant policies are actually put into practice on local level. Our work with 
community networks tends to be stronger where it is possible to work with a community-based approach. 
The reduction to 71% in this report is likely due to the inclusion of countries where the role of the state is 
stronger, with less readiness for community-based approaches. 

Across almost all locations, SOS Children’s Villages was found to have contributed to strengthening 
local child protection mechanisms and procedures. For example, the programme work in Nicaragua 
contributed to the establishment of community-based child protection groups.  

“I became a person who raises awareness about child protection and 
defends it. For example, when a process is identified, we monitor it until 
it ends. We promote the engagement of families and replicate the good 
practices about child protection.“ 

Child Protection Network member, Nicaragua

Impact at the community level

Impact at the community level in 18 locations
XX Share of former participants doing well in terms of fulfilling their 
parental obligations

94%

65%

6%

94% 6%

35%

Community awareness

Civic engagement
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Child protection 
mechanisms

47%

53%47%
Progress towards 
sustainability

80% 20%Alternative care

Locations doing well Locations not doing well

Impact at the community level

Figure 8: Average community scores across 18 social impact assessment locations
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The PACOPE partnership between six SOS Children’s Villages associations and 
Luxembourg’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs lasted from 2017 to 2021. Its goal was to 
improve the lives of children and families indirectly, by strengthening their communities. 
Activities ranged from awareness-raising on child rights to the establishment of village 
savings and loans associations. In Koulidara, Labé region, Guinea, the Local Children & 
Families Committee (CLEF) was set up with PACOPE’s support. Teacher and CLEF member 
Souleymane Koliko Barry talks about how the partnership helped to improve the situation 
for children in his community.

Souleymane Koliko Barry, Guinea
In-depth interview

“Our neighbourhood has undergone a significant 
transformation in recent years, moving from 
a situation where children were left to fend 
for themselves to a conscious and committed 
community. Before the programme, children 
had no knowledge of their rights and duties. The 
school enrolment was quite low, and the whole 
community – estimated at over 6,000 people 
at the time – only had 3 classrooms. We didn’t 
bother to get birth certificates for our children,  
we were content to just give the child a name.  

There was enough violence, enough neglect, 
cases of rape were recurrent, cases of 
abandonment of children too. Members of our 
community were afraid to denounce cases of 
violence to avoid any risk of offence to others.  

We were used to things, we had our own way of 
doing things. We weren’t used to getting together, 
let alone consulting each other. So the first 
challenge we faced was acceptance.  
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“There was enough 
violence, enough 

neglect, cases of rape 
were recurrent, cases of 
abandonment of children 

too. Members of our 
community were afraid 
to denounce cases of 

violence to avoid any risk 
of offence to others.”
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The other problem was referral: when a problem 
was referred to the authorities, they were rather 
slow to react.  

SOS Children’s Villages set us on the right path by 
teaching us techniques for mobilizing resources 
and also advocacy: how to react to problems? how 
to include everyone without neglecting anyone? 
Thanks to the tools and methods shared with us, 
we were able to rise to the challenges.  

Thanks to the training sessions we attended and 
the awareness-raising activities, the community 
understood the benefits of respecting children’s 
rights for their personal development. Raising 
awareness has enabled us to break down 
many stereotypes and prejudices. Through 
educational talks by social group, community 
dialogue sessions and mass awareness raising 
(at mosques, baptisms, weddings and funerals, 

etc.) we have managed to reach almost the entire 
community. 

We put in place mechanisms to protect people 
who witnessed and reported abuse, and measures 
were taken to restore the victims’ rights. 
Because there is now a child protection unit in 
our neighbourhood, there are rarely any cases 
of violence. Also, the issuing of birth certificates 
for children as soon as they are born has become 
a reality. With all these actions, we were able to 
gain the trust of the community, which no longer 
hesitated to denounce bad practices.” 

© Saa Emmanuel Mangué Tolno

“Raising awareness has 
enabled us to break down 

many stereotypes and 
prejudices.”
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Impact at the systemic level

What is advocacy?

Advocacy is defined as a coordinated set of actions to influence duty bearers and people with power to 
make systemic changes for rights holders.   

At SOS Children’s Villages, we advocate for change – in policy and practice – to improve the situation 
of children and young people without parental care or at risk of losing it. We advocate for the rights of 
children and young people who have lost parental care or are at risk of losing it, especially their right to 
grow up in a supportive family environment. Through partnerships, we raise awareness about the issues 
they face and work towards influencing positive change. We base our work on evidence, expertise and 
people’s lived experiences. We hold those with the duty to protect, promote and fulfil children and young 
people’s rights accountable.  

The issues we address include:  

•	increasing support for families to prevent avoidable child-family separation 
•	strengthening child protection systems 
•	improving the quality and range of alternative care services 
•	facilitating child and youth participation, and  
•	increasing support for young people who are preparing for independence. 

Advocacy is a long-term process. For systemic policy change, it comprises setting objectives to achieve 
one or more goals of developing, passing, domesticating, financing or implementing a policy. It can take 
years to build momentum for a policy change, and many more to see policy implementation through. 
With each goal, our long-term desire remains the same: to break the cycle of child neglect, abuse and 
abandonment.   

In addition to working directly with individuals and communities, we 
also engage in advocacy to create systemic change that improves 
the situation of children and young people without or at risk of losing 
parental care. These efforts enable us to have impact beyond the 
people we work with directly. Our 75 years of service provision 
informs our advocacy, providing us with unique insights into the 
challenges the people we work for are facing, as well as solutions. 
This chapter outlines the evolution of our advocacy efforts. It 
includes achievements reached working together with partners 
internationally, regionally and nationally, along with two in-depth 
interviews with policymakers.  
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In 2019, SOS Children’s Villages began a strategic collaboration with UNICEF and the 
African Child Policy Forum to advocate for the agenda of children without parental care 
to be recognized by the African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the 
Child (ACERWC – the Committee). In this interview, Hon. Anne Musiwa discusses how 
the Committee adopted the agenda of children without parental care in November 2019 
and how the findings of the first-of-its-kind continental study (2020-2022) will inform the 
General Comment that addresses the needs of these children in Africa. 

Hon. Anne Musiwa  
Rapporteur of the African Committee of Experts  
on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
In-depth interview

“The issue of children without parental care in 
Africa was brought to the attention of the ACERWC 
at its 34th session in November 2019 by SOS 
Children’s Villages, UNICEF and the African Child 
Policy Forum. The partners made a presentation 
covering the conceptual understanding of children 
without parental care, as well as the root causes 
and drivers of family breakdown. At the core of 
this lobbying process was the presentation on the 
November 2019 UN Resolution on Children without 
Parental Care in Africa which justified the need to 
do the same for the African Charter. 

Considering the presentation and justifications 
provided, the Committee decided to take up the 
agenda, conduct a continental study to develop 
a better understanding on the topic, have a 
general day of discussion and develop a General 
Comment to provide policy direction for African 

Union member states. The study was the first of 
its kind in Africa and challenging to conduct due to 
its scope and nature. It identified various drivers 
for the situations of children without parental 
care, including war and conflict; climate change 
and natural disasters; pandemics; poverty; death 
of a parent; child trafficking; and socio-economic 
factors.  

Impact at the systemic level

“... more than 70% of 
countries in Africa lack 
explicit child protection 
policy frameworks and 

guidance.”

75 Years of Impact  |
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Results indicated that there are an estimated  
35 million children without parental care in Africa. 
These children are routinely exposed to various 
forms of abuse, violence and neglect, which 
negatively affects their development. Some of 
the challenges they face are lack of access to 
education and healthcare; homelessness; sexual 
and labour exploitation; drug use; and managing 
households on their own. 

These situations are exacerbated by the fact that 
a significant number of African governments do 
not invest adequate resources in child protection, 
do not assign a capable workforce, and lack 
the relevant policies, systems and coordination 
mechanisms. In fact, the study revealed that more 
than 70% of countries in Africa lack explicit child 
protection policy frameworks and guidance. 

To address the challenges facing children 
without parental care, African countries need 
to implement comprehensive and effective 
social protection systems that prevent child-
family separation; ensure the provision of quality 
childcare services through different settings 
and tailored approaches; and implement wide-

scale interventions on parenting skills and child 
protection. Governments should also focus on 
building the capacity of their social workforces – 
those who are directly engaged in child protection 
issues. The study reported that in the context of 
Africa, with appropriate regulatory provisions and 
support, kinship care options provide significant 
opportunity to ensure that children remain within a 
family setting when they encounter the risk of loss 
of parental care or family separation. 

The General Comment on children without parental 
care in Africa, which is being developed by the 
Committee based on the findings of the study, will 
serve as a monitoring tool on the implementation 
of the rights of children without parental care. It will 
clarify the relevant article in the African Charter 
on the Rights and Welfare of the Child in relation 
to these children and provide clear directions to 
state parties on how best to comply with their 
obligations under the Charter.  

Its recommendations will not only assist state 
parties to implement the Charter, but also serve as 
a foundation for child rights advocates to hold duty 
bearers and power holders to account.”  

“The recommendations will serve as a foundation 
for child rights advocates to hold duty bearers 

and power holders to account.”

© African Union



National advocacy achievements  

Foster care legislation Benin 
SOS Children’s Villages has been working with the government of Benin to 
improve the situation of children since 2005. We contributed to and advocated 
for the adoption of the 2015 Child Code. Recognizing a gap in national policies, 
in 2017 we started advocating for the adoption of legal and policy frameworks 
on foster care in collaboration with the Network of Organizations for the 
Protection of Children in Difficult Situations (ReSPESD) and other partners. 
The government adopted foster care guidelines in 2019. Intended for social 
workers and other professionals working in alternative care, the guidelines 
set out the procedures for identifying, selecting, training, monitoring and 
supporting families capable of providing care for children who have lost 
parental care.  

The pilot phase of implementation began in 2020, broadening the available 
care options in the country and improving care standards. The development 
of foster care is one of the strategies pursued in Benin to deinstitutionalize 
alternative care and promote a family- and community-based approach to 
supporting children.  

In 2023, SOS Children’s Villages engaged in advocacy in 107 countries. Our activities 
are tailored to national and local context, but with the same goal of strengthening child 
protection systems and preventing unnecessary child-family separation. We work with 
national and local governments, for example in policy formulation and implementation, to 
address critical gaps. We partner with different stakeholders and participate in networks 
and coalitions to raise awareness and build momentum for improvement in policy and 
practice. The examples below showcase some of the change achieved at the national 
level in the last five years, the groundwork for which was often laid many years before.  

As part of the coordinating team of the “Red Convivencia” Network, 
which brings together organizations providing alternative care, SOS 
Children’s Villages has been working with the Ministry of Economic 
and Social Inclusion (MIES) to reform the national care system.  
In 2018, the Network contributed to the definition of technical 
standards for alternative care modalities, including family-based 
care and support to prevent unnecessary family separation. In 
2021, the Network contributed to the development of the national 
Deinstitutionalization Strategy, which envisions a comprehensive 
care reform that would see a 5% reduction in the number of children 
living in institutional care, an expansion of other care options, and 
measures to support families. 

Impact at the systemic level

Preventing unnecessary child-family separation 
Ecuador
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National Gatekeeping Policy  
– first of its kind Bangladesh

Bangladesh is home to more than 55 million children under 
the age of 18, millions of whom are growing up in vulnerable 
circumstances. Until recently there was no uniform oversight 
system for the various residential care settings, potentially 
compromising the principles of necessity, suitability, and best 
interests of the child as outlined in the UN Guidelines for the 
Alternative Care of Children.   

In a significant step forward for children growing up without 
adequate parental care, SOS Children’s Villages successfully 
advocated to the Ministry of Social Welfare and the Department 
of Social Services and helped to develop the first-of-its-kind 
National Gatekeeping Policy. This policy will contribute towards 
the care reform process in the country as well as standardizing 
alternative care. The government formed a committee involving 
UNICEF, SOS Children’s Villages and Save the Children to facilitate 
the development of the draft in 2023, with final approval expected 
in 2024. Once implemented, the policy will help to prevent the 
unnecessary separation of the children from their families while 
at the same time ensuring the availability of a continuum of care 
options.  

Impact at the systemic level

Reforming child protection systems Nigeria

In partnership with the Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social 
Development and UNICEF, SOS Children’s Villages has provided 
technical support in the development of the National Guideline on 
Alternative Care for Children. The guideline and a blueprint for its 
implementation were approved by the government in September 
2023. The first national policy to guide the operation of alternative 
care facilities, the guideline is contributing to reforming the national 
child protection system. 

As a member of the National Child Rights Implementation Committee and as the secretariat of the 
National Sub-Committee on Alternative Care of Children, SOS Children’s Villages is continuing to support 
the guideline’s implementation. We have successfully engaged with the Lagos, Edo and Plateau state 
governments in developing alternative care guidelines tailored to the specific context of each state. In 
Lagos State, implementation of the national guideline started with the introduction of short-term care.    
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More support for young people leaving 
care Kosovo

Starting in 2019, SOS Children’s Villages began collaborating 
with the government and other stakeholders to advocate for 
and contribute to the enactment of a law on social services and 
protection by Parliament. This legislative change, which took 
place in 2023, specifically focuses on foster care, prevention, 
and support for care leavers, marking a significant step towards 
reforming social services in the country. We will continue to work 
with the Coalition of NGOs for Child Protection (KOMF), partners 
and relevant stakeholders to promote implementation of the 
legislative changes and raise public awareness.  

One of the key components of this law is the inclusion of 
“supervised independent living” as a new form of protection for 
children and young people without parental care. This provision 
allows them to continue receiving care services until the age of 
26, strengthening their ability to become independent. Further 
enriching the legislative change, SOS Children’s Villages will 
continue to lead a technical working group to support the 
development of an Administrative Guideline for Supervised 
Independent Living. 

Legislation to end violence against children 
Spain 
 
Ending violence against children is at the core of upholding 
children’s rights, preventing harm and preventing that children have 
to be separated from their families. As part of the national alliance 
“Plataforma de Infancia” (Childhood Platform), SOS Children’s 
Villages has continuously raised awareness about the multisectoral 
approach it takes including each and everyone working with and for 
children to address and prevent violence against them. 

This included a direct contribution to new legislation, approved in 2021 (Organic Law 8/2021), which 
introduces comprehensive protocols to prevent violence against children and adolescents and to fight 
impunity in all places where children are present. SOS Children’s Villages contributed with specific 
expertise on protecting children without parental care and those in families facing difficulties from 
violence. The new law is a major milestone, considering that different forms of violence such as corporal 
punishment are still common, despite the practice being abolished in 2007. 
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Julián Peinado Ramírez  
Member of the House of Representatives, Colombia

In-depth interview

In 2021, Colombia introduced a new law – Law 2089 – prohibiting the physical punishment 
and cruel, humiliating and degrading treatment of children and adolescents. The law 
focuses on the need to teach parents alternative methods of discipline and was achieved 
with the help of technical guidance from SOS Children’s Villages in association with la 
Alianza por la Niñez Colombiana and the support of the Colombian Institute of Family 
Welfare (Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar, ICBF). Julián Peinado Ramírez was 
one of the first to voice his support for the new law. He discusses the importance of 
changing cultural norms for the benefit of future generations.

“What the law is trying to achieve is a cultural 
shock, a cultural reaction so that Colombians 
understand that this is not acceptable and that 
this type of action is harming their children. 
This behaviour has always been understood as 
normal, positive. By placing it on the country’s 
public agenda it has generated an understanding, 
an understanding from the citizenry, that it is 
forbidden. That it is not good and that it has no 
positive consequences for the child.  The goal is 
not to criminalize; this is not a punitive exercise but 
a supportive one. What we aim for is to spread the 
tools of positive parenting or respectful parenting. 

Better for you to have another way of relating to  
the child without resorting to violence.  

We managed to get civil organizations in sync, 
but also religious organizations, teachers and 
professionals and psychologists themselves 
to understand that punishment generates 
emotional effects on the child’s development as 
well as physical effects on brain development. 
It is scientifically proven that physical 
punishment harms a child in the long term. The 
person who hits is teaching violence and this 
violence is transgenerational.  
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