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A Call to Action for Donors

This briefing paper outlines
challenges to localizing child
protection at community level
in development and
humanitarian work. It
presents a Call to Action that
emphasizes shifting more
power to communities and
supporting stronger
community ownership
through the use of
community-led and -owned
child protection approaches.
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Movement Toward Localization

In humanitarian and development settings, children (people under 18 years of age) face diverse risks
such as attack, losses, gender-based violence, family separation, trafficking, and recruitment into armed
forces and groups, among many others. Through localized action, empowered, effective, and
accountable communities can help to prevent these risks, and use their strengths and resources to
promote children’s well-being.

Donors play a key role in localizing humanitarian and development work globally. Through initiatives such
as the Grand Bargain, donors are increasing funding to local and national actors to ensure that they have
a greater say in decisions that affect them. These efforts, which aim to shift power to local actors,
recognize the damage caused by colonial legacies and appreciate that local actors are often crisis first
responders, who can provide contextualized, low-cost, and effective support for vulnerable people.

Localization, however, raises many complexities. No broad consensus exists on the definition of
localization, how to localize in an effective, decolonialized manner, or how to balance accountability to
crisis-affected people with donor accountability to the sources of their funds. Also, it is increasingly
recognized that localization efforts have overemphasized the funding of local actors as a means of
shifting power. Shifting power also requires that local actors have greater autonomy and hold the power
to make key decisions.

Diverse Challenges to Localizing Community-Level Child Protection

Child protection workers recognize the importance of a socio-ecological approach by working at multiple
levels, including the family, community, and broader societal levels. A community is a collective of people
who live in an area and usually have shared culture, identity, or beliefs. Communities can help prevent
violence in the family and community through a wealth of networks, formal and non-formal leaders,
values and practices, organizations, and groups that help to protect large numbers of children. In fact,
many communities already have groups such as women’s groups and youth groups that actively work to
prevent harms to children. However:

« Dominant program approaches of international NGOs are usually led by outside child protection
experts, often from the global North. These expert-driven approaches may enable community
participation but afford little power to community people to decide what are the key harms to
children to address and how to address them, and to develop and implement their own plans for
addressing them.

« The level of community ownership of child protection programs is relatively low throughout the child
protection sector. Lacking decision-making power, communities often see programs as ‘NGO
projects’ and do not take responsibility for their effectiveness. These low levels of community
ownership contribute to poor sustainability. For instance, communities may discontinue the
outsiders’ approach after the NGO has left.



« Communities may be marginalized in localization initiatives. Localization often involves transferring
funding only to registered entities and organizations. This situation discriminates against communities
that are unregistered and lack recognized community-based organizations, but that can, or already do,
organize themselves to protect children effectively.

« Localized funding may still afford communities little say or decision-making power. For example, if
Governments are regarded as local actors and receive funding, they may replicate the expert-driven
approaches that provide little space for community agency and engender relatively low levels of
community ownership.

« Without attention to community power dynamics and the inclusion of many different people, localized
funding could increase the dominance by men or local elites who often make or guide key community
decisions, with children or women having little say or visibility.

A Community-led Child Protection Approach is Essential for Localization

To address these challenges and strengthen child protection at community level, it is essential to use a
community-led child protection approach (CLCP). In CLCP, local communities decide through an inclusive,
collective process which harms to children to address and how to address them. Having developed plans,
the communities then mobilize and implement their plans to protect their children. The communities are
usually supported by facilitators from within or outside the communities, but the communities themselves
own and guide the decision-making, action, and outcomes for children. Because community people feel
responsible for children’s protection and well-being, they periodically step back and reflect on their work,
often with facilitator support, identifying accomplishments and challenges and making corrective steps to
improve the benefits for children.

This nondirective approach can be challenging for donors since it is slower and less controllable than older,
community-based approaches to child protection. CLCP requires time to build trust, and its multi-week
learning phase is essential for learning from children. Also, it can take weeks or months to have extended
dialogues that enable whole communities to make collective decisions. CLCP is less controllable since
communities themselves decide which issues to address and how. These features can be challenging for
donors that have to operate with strict timelines and to indicate in advance the specific issues to be
addressed and the intervention approach. However, these challenges arise also with other humanitarian
approaches such as cash transfers, which are increasingly proving to be effective. Although CLCP is slower
and less controllable for donors than are expert-driven approaches, the ownership and other benefits of
CLCP that are outlined below make it more impactful and worth the investment in time.



A community-led child protection approach has been tested in multiple countries using robust designs and
methods, including ones that elicited children’s experiences and perspectives and made them central in
planning. The studies demonstrated the many benefits of CLCP:

A localized approach. CLCP shifts power to communities, which use their agency and capacities for decision-
making, mobilization and action to protect children. Having in-depth understanding of the local situation,
communities address contextually relevant harms to children using approaches that fit their culture and
context. Funds to support CLCP may flow directly to communities or to other actors who support
communities.

Effectiveness. CLCP has consistently proven to be effective in reducing community-selected harms to children
such as teenage pregnancy (Sierra Leone), sexual exploitation and abuse of girls (Kenya), and early marriage
and school dropout (India). Children’s voice, agency, and leadership contributed significantly to CLCP’s
effectiveness in all three countries.

Ownership. CLCP generates high levels of ownership, which boosts effectiveness and sustainability. Ownership
develops through community responsibility-taking, agency and decision-making, community mobilization and
self-reliant action, and collective accountability. Communities describe their initiatives to protect their children
as ‘ours’ and say things such as ‘There is nothing for us without us’. The meaningful inclusion and participation
of many different community people, including from highly vulnerable sub-groups, in decision-making and
action strengthens whole community ownership and social cohesion.

Community satisfaction and scalability. Communities consistently liked CLCP because it is ‘theirs’ and they
take pride in supporting their children. In Kenya, CLCP spread spontaneously by word of mouth to different
communities. CLCP was successfully integrated into NGO operations in both India and Sierra Leone. In Sierra
Leone, with support from UNICEF and the Government, NGOs scaled up CLCP with promising results in
multiple districts.

Application in humanitarian and development settings. Although CLCP has been tested mainly in relatively
stable, development settings, it is a good fit with humanitarian settings that are not acute emergencies. These
may include relatively safe settings such as areas in conflict-affected countries that have not been affected
directly by fighting, or places where displaced people (including refugees) of common background live.
Adaptations of CLCP to humanitarian settings should recognize the need for a slow process.



A Call to Action

Community-owned and -led child protection supports power shifting to local actors, complements expert-
driven approaches, and deserves wider use. However, in most humanitarian settings and development
settings, donor support is mostly short-term and focused on expert-driven approaches that address problems
defined by child protection experts, use expert-chosen interventions, and follow rigid time frames. This
approach is inherently limited since it fails to shift power to local actors or to produce high levels of
community ownership. The following steps are needed to shift power and ensure positive outcomes for
children.

1. Shift power by prioritizing community ownership, agency and autonomy. In localization efforts, recognize
the importance of enabling the agency, ownership, and accountability of communities in protecting children.
Communities are vital child protection actors yet are often sidelined in localization efforts focused primarily
on transferring money. Shifting power to local actors should prioritize community ownership and enable local
autonomy and community agency, decision-making, and action on behalf of children.

2. Support CLCP using flexible, longer-term funding for community action. The provision of flexible, holistic,
longer-term funding should go to the community itself, a community-based organization that uses CLCP, or a
national or sub-national body such as an NGO that will support CLCP.

3. Simplify and lighten the requirements on communities for grant administration, management,
monitoring, accountability, and reporting. Burdensome grant requirements disadvantage community actors
with limited literacy or familiarity with international donor systems. Alternative approaches with lighter
requirements are needed, and could enable funding community collectives or Southern NGOs and alliances
that support CLCP.

4. Shift power by supporting greater knowledge flow and learning from the global South. Support and fund
efforts to learn about and strengthen the effectiveness of CLCP in humanitarian and development contexts.
Since knowledge is power, shifting power to local actors entails improving the flow of knowledge from the
global South. Much needs to be learned about how to adapt and strengthen CLCP for humanitarian and
other contexts. It is vital for donors to fund learning efforts about community-owned approaches and to
support the flow of the resulting knowledge from the global South to the global North.



