




i

©The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2020

The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action (the Alliance) supports the efforts of human-
itarian actors to achieve high-quality and effective child protection interventions in humanitarian settings. 
Through its technical Working Groups and Task Forces, the Alliance develops interagency operation-
al standards and provides technical guidance to support the work of child protection in humanitarian  
settings.

For more information on the Alliance’s work and joining the network, please visit
https://www.alliancecpha.org or contact us directly: info@alliancecpha.org.

This report is made possible by the generous support of the American people through the United States 
Agency for International Development’s Office of U.S. Foreign Disaster Assistance (USAID). The contents 
are the responsibility of the Alliance and do not necessarily reflect the views of USAID or the United States 
Government.

For readers wishing to cite this document, we suggest the following:

The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action (2020). A Reflective Field Guide: Community-level 
Approaches to Child Protection in Humanitarian Action. NY: Author.

Edited and designed by: The Affari Project
Printed by: Image Printing



ii

FOREWORD
Year after year, humanitarian actors wish for a decline in the number and gravity of humanitarian crises.  
Year after year, the scale and the needs grow. The average humanitarian crisis now lasts more than nine 
years—that is half of a childhood. Climate change, infectious diseases, political violence, and economic 
deprivation and disparity, are among key reasons we continue seeing growing numbers of people in need 
of humanitarian assistance.

Communities affected by crisis have been and will continue to be at the forefront of any humanitarian 
response. They may not appear in statistics from humanitarian actors, but their contribution is undeniable. 
Parents, community leaders, caregivers, youth and children are not only there before, during and after a 
crisis, but are also intimately aware of children’s needs and how to address them. This Reflective Field 
Guide is about recognizing this reality and supporting community members to strengthen what they 
already do: protect their children. 

While the humanitarian sector in general, and the child protection sector have come a long way in ac-
knowledging the agency of community members in protecting their own children, the journey is far from 
over. Community mechanisms can only be sustained in the long run if communities lead in their design 
and action, and feel ownership over them. 

This Reflective Field Guide acknowledges and reflects on the lessons learned from our work with com-
munities. It translates these lessons into practical suggestions–rather than prescribed guidance—to help 
child protection actors implement more participatory, and hopefully, increasingly more community-led, 
initiatives. The Reflective Field Guide appreciates the fact that different types of community-level ap-
proaches, or a combination of them, can add value in different humanitarian contexts. It also recognizes 
the limitations child protection organizations and actors face in supporting true community-led programs. 
Yet, it aims to plant the seeds of the sector’s long-term ambition to further support community-led initia-
tives and build on existing protection systems.

This Reflective Field Guide complements the 2019 Edition of the Minimum Standards for Child Protection 
in Humanitarian Action. It draws out considerations and guidance for achieving the Minimum Standards. 
It builds upon the socio-ecological approach and aspires to prevent harm alongside responding to imme-
diate needs of children affected by humanitarian crises. 

We invite you to read, reflect, and act upon this new resource from the Community-level Child Protection 
Task Force. 

Audrey Bollier and Hani Mansourian
Co-coordinators of the Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action
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NOTE TO THE READER
This Reflective Field Guide aims to contribute to fostering more authentic community engagement in 
humanitarian child protection action. It acknowledges that current programming is agency-driven, which, 
while sometimes necessary, does not always lead to effective or sustainable community-level interven-
tions The Reflective Field Guide encourages honest reflection and discussion about current programming, 
what strong community participation could look like, and what child protection practitioners can do to 
facilitate higher levels of community-driven programing. It is presented with the acknowledgement that we 
still have much to learn and hopes to plant some seeds that can be nurtured. You are invited to reflect, 
practice, and share learning with the humanitarian child protection community at https://alliancecpha.org/
en/community-level-child-protection-task-force.
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PART 1:
Learning and Promising Practices for  
Community-level Child Protection Approaches 
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Background
Over the last 10 years, the field of child protection (CP) in humanitarian and development contexts has 
changed and matured in many ways. Previously, work with children focused on problems and needs. More 
and more, programming is moving toward children’s resilience and strengthening CP systems. During this 
shift, gaps in prevention, local ownership, and sustainability have emerged. This signifies a need for new 
strategies and tools to better engage with communities and support them in addressing harm to children.1

For many years, community-based child protection (CBCP) mechanisms, such as CP and child welfare 
committees, children’s and youth groups, and CP focal points, were seen as the main activities of com-
munity engagement among national and international CP actors, academics, and donors. Research and 
evidence, however, have questioned the effectiveness and sustainability of these approaches, which are 
driven primarily by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or other outside actors. The result of years of 
research, combined with informal reflections from practitioners and academics, has evolved into an un-
derstanding that prescriptive guidelines and “one-size-fits-all” approaches are not “fit-for-purpose” when 
it comes to community-level child protection (CCP) mechanisms. Higher levels of community involvement 
in analysis, planning, and implementation contribute to programming that is more relevant, appropriate, 
and sustainable.

Current and future learning
Building on the past decade of research and learning, humanitarian CP actors have increasingly prioritized 
the development of evidence-based guidance, adapting the lessons to humanitarian contexts.2 This Re-
flective Field Guide: Community-level Approaches to Child Protection in Humanitarian Action (henceforth 
referred to as Reflective Field Guide) builds on an interagency Systematic Review of Literature carried out 
by members of the Community-level Child Protection Task Force (CCP TF) of The Alliance for Child Pro-
tection in Humanitarian Action (Alliance).3  A total of 252 resources, including grey literature and published 
articles, were reviewed. The documents reflected both humanitarian (man-made and natural disaster) 
and development contexts. The Systematic Review summarized available literature on community-level 
approaches to CP for the purpose of developing evidence-supported guidance, tools, and training for 
CP practitioners to more effectively and appropriately engage with community-level groups, structures, 
systems, and processes that protect children in humanitarian contexts.

The initial findings stimulated reflection among humanitarian CP actors on what is meant by “communi-
ty-level child protection,” whether there is a shared understanding across agencies, and how this termi-
nology influences programming. 

There recognizes that “community-based” can often refer 
to programming that is physically undertaken in a com-
munity, but it does not necessarily imply active participa-
tion by community members or existing structures and 
capacities in the program. “Community-based approach-
es…are not necessarily led by community members.”4 
Learning shows that these activities tend to be initiated 
and resourced by CP agencies and are unable to build 
the same level of trust, ownership, and sustainability that 
community-led approaches are able to provide.

Community-level approaches are grounded in a 
“socio-ecological” model of CP, which recognizes the 
multiple layers around a child that influence protection, 
risk, and resilience.

The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action (2019). 
Minimum Standards for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action 
(2019ed.).(p.189).
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They support “community members to protect children and ensure their right to healthy development. 
Humanitarian actors should seek to understand existing community capacities that promote children’s 
rights, safety, development, well-being, and participation. These capacities include initiatives, structures, 
processes, and networks that are led and organized by community members, including children.”5 

“Community-led approaches are ones that are led not by an NGO or other outsider, but by a collective, 
community process. Community-led approaches are grounded in the idea of people power; that is, the 
ability of ordinary people, even under difficult circumstances, to organize themselves, define their main 
problems or challenges, and collectively address those problems.”6  This stresses that humanitarian CP 
actors have a strong understanding of the protective assets in the community to support members to 
build on those assets. Instead of initiating and resourcing programming, the emphasis is on mobilization 
of community motivation and resources to strengthen local CP efforts. 

Learning from CCP in development settings
Interagency research from 2008-2018, referred to above, has led to the development of an evidence-based 
resource that has been validated in development contexts. Created by the Child Resilience Alliance (for-
merly the Columbia Group for Children in Adversity), the Supporting Community-led Child Protection: An 
Online Guide and Toolkit (Toolkit) represent many years of deep ethnographic research in Sierra Leone 
and Kenya from their communities, practitioners, and academics. Inputs were also gathered from people 
around the world who have extensive practical experience in community-led work.

These materials are found online and in downloadable PDF formats.

 
The Guide consists of seven brief, accessible chapters for all those interested in learning more 
about community-led work. Chapters 1 and 2 focus on the rationale and broad principles that un-
derlie a community-led approach, including the need for humility, sharing of power, and dialogue. 
Chapters 3 to 7 provide practical advice on how to contextualize and adapt a community-led ap-
proach in your own area of work.

Each chapter offers engaging questions, examples, practical tips, and pitfalls to avoid. Each is also 
linked to practical tools from the Toolkit. These include:

Facilitation Tools for helping facilitators, program officers, and managers to reflect on how they do 
their work and strengthen “soft skills” such as humility, deep listening, and empathy.

Training Tools for helping facilitators to prepare for community-led work or for training program offi-
cers and managers about the value of community-led approaches.

Learning Tools for helping CP workers to learn about communities in a way that is deeper, richer, 
and more contextualized than in prepackaged assessments and situation analyses.

Management Tools for NGO managers, program officers, funding partners, and facilitators to see 
concrete examples of planning, action, and monitoring of community-led processes of CP.

The Guide and Toolkit can be useful for several different audiences, from community facilitators, to pro-
gram managers, and to donors and relevant government officials. The materials stress that effective 
community-led programming relies on deep context analysis, the need for flexibility, and adaptation across 
contexts. It also relies on attitudes and behaviors that come with reflection and direct experience.
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Humanitarian contexts
The Guide and Toolkit provide humanitarian CP actors, a solid foundation for strengthening CCP in hu-
manitarian settings based on evidence from development contexts. As many CP agencies are working 
in both development and humanitarian contexts, these are particularly useful resources for strengthening 
programming across the humanitarian-development continuum. The evidence base for effective program-
ming in humanitarian contexts, however, is not as strong. There is a lot more learning needed on how to 
adapt, pilot, and measure these approaches across different humanitarian contexts, as well as how to use 
the slow, patient approaches to facilitation that research shows to be effective, while providing urgent, 
life-saving action. 

Many of the humanitarian crises today are protracted and do offer opportunities to complement the 
approaches that were used during acute phases. These approaches build in community engagement 
processes that take a longer term perspective and support more community leadership in protection 
initiatives.

CCP approaches are actively, and often very effectively, engaged in prevention and preparedness. Much 
of this is seen in Disaster Risk Management (DRM) efforts, including child- and youth-led preparedness. 
Research shows a benefit to focusing on these types of program initiatives, as they have shown positive 
outcomes in CP.

It is also important to consider how involvement from outside of a community might affect its internal
protective systems—for good or bad. CP actors need to consider any potential harm that might come if 
they mobilize communities around sensitive issues. Additionally, it is important to understand factors that 
may limit the time and space needed to develop trusting relationships that are essential for effective CCP.

 
A bottom-up community-led approach is not a “silver bullet” to be used in all situations. 
Emergency settings, in particular, present significant pressures and divisions that may 
mean a top-down approach is more appropriate. But even in such settings, it might be pos-
sible to overlay top-down and community-led approaches …

… Given these possible tensions and different contexts, no universal checklist exists for en-
abling community action on behalf of children in emergency settings. Still, in most settings, 
including in protracted crises, it has proven useful to have a slow process of dialogue that 
included many different people and put the decision-making power in the hands of local 
people; in other words, a community-led approach. 

- Child Resilience Alliance

Can a community-led approach be used in emergency settings? This question is not that simple to answer. 
In many humanitarian settings the scale of CP risks is overwhelming and the response timeframe short. 
Therefore, CP actors must often rely on top-down approaches that are implemented in the community but 
do not come from the community. Minimum Standard 17: Community-level Child Protection Approaches 
in the revised 2019 edition of the Minimum Standards for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action (CPMS) 
states that these agency-driven approaches can unintentionally weaken communities’ existing protection 
capacities.7 Standard 17 defines community-level approaches as “supporting community members to 
protect children and ensure their right to healthy development. There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ model. CP 
practitioners should seek to understand existing community capacities that promote children’s rights, 
safety, development, well-being, and participation. 
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These include initiatives, structures, processes, and networks that are led and organized by community 
members, including children. Community-level approaches require a thorough context analysis, commu-
nity-led prioritization of the needs of children, and an understanding of existing practices.” 8

Strengthening community-based approaches to CP in humanitarian action:  
An interagency initiative (2017-2020)
The CCP TF, under the Alliance, is collaborating with Child Protection Coordination Groups at the sub-na-
tional level to develop evidence-based and practical guidance and capacity-building materials for CP 
actors working with communities in humanitarian settings. The result of this collaboration has been the 
development of this Reflective Field Guide. This Reflective Field Guide includes an overview of learning 
and promising practices for community-level child protection approaches:

 � Key Considerations: are generated from a systematic review of existing resources on CCP  
approaches. These outline factors that contribute to effective community engagement for CP were 
validated in workshop settings in the project pilot countries of Sudan and Philippines and presented 
for discussion and validation at the 2018 The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action 
Global Meeting in Nairobi.

 � Guidance Notes: cover how practitioners can reflect on their current programming, and the tools to 
strengthen their capacities to increase community engagement and ownership.

In addition to the Reflective Field Guide, a Capacity-Building Package on Strengthening Community-level 
Approaches to Child Protection in Humanitarian Settings accompanies the resources. This includes:

 � Face-to-Face package that includes PowerPoint modules and a Facilitator Manual available for 
download and use in capacity-building activities.

 � An Online Learning Series introducing key concepts from the Reflective Field Guide and Face-to-
Face package through a series of short videos.

The initiative also developed a Definitions and Terminology compendium of community child protection 
definition extracted and collated from the interagency Systematic Review of Literature. 

These resources were validated in two countries’ responses, Philippines (Iligan, Marawi response) and 
Sudan (North Darfur and South Kordofan). At the country level, pilot country teams engage in the devel-
opment of the Reflective Field Guide and capacity-building materials so they are informed of a promising 
practice at the country level, meet the needs of field-level practitioners, and increase the practitioners’ 
confidence and skills when working with communities to deliver high-quality, CCP approaches. 

 
Knowing that applying social ecology and systems approaches, placing children and fam-
ilies in the center of context analysis, and recognizing the role and importance of com-
munity in child protection are very much needed and important to give consideration to 
strengthen community-level child protection. 

- Participant in Sudan
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There is a need for every agency to adapt their programming approaches for us …. to take 
action for community work regarding child protection.  

- Participant in the Philippines

 
I learned the importance of community engagement and community participation in design-
ing and implementing activities.   
 
- Participant in the Philippines

What is the purpose of the Reflective Field Guide?
This Reflective Field Guide has been developed to stimulate reflection among CP practitioners working 
in humanitarian contexts on how to operationalize Minimum Standard 17 on Community-level Child Pro-
tection Approaches. The Reflective Field Guide highlights CCP programming and the latest learning in 
the sector, invites practitioners to reflect on the effectiveness and sustainability of their current level of 
engagement with communities, and asks that they consider ways to reach higher levels of community 
engagement and ownership. 

The Reflective Field Guide is not intended to provide prescriptive guidance or suggest that current ap-
proaches are “wrong” or “bad.” It also does not suggest only using “bottom-up” approaches. It invites 
practitioners to consider how humanitarian CP initiatives can be more community driven, create more 
effective and sustainable outcomes for children affected by crises, and consider what is involved in en-
couraging those changes. Acknowledging that we do not yet know a lot about how to ensure high levels 
of community involvement in humanitarian programming, The Reflective Field Guide aims to foster further 
learning through practice.

Who is the Reflective Field Guide for?
This Reflective Field Guide is targeted at all actors supporting CP responses in humanitarian action, in par-
ticular those who work directly with communities. This includes community groups, NGOs, government 
personnel, policy makers, international organizations, donors, coordinators, human resources staff, and 
those working on advocacy, media, or communications. 

How should the Reflective Field Guide be used?
This document has five main parts, which align with the purpose of the Reflective Field Guide. 

Part 1: Learning and Promising Practices for Community-level Child Protection Approaches sets the 
scene by providing clarity on CCP programming and latest learning. It refers to learning, research, and ev-
idence gathered in the past 10 years in development contexts. It explains the background and key overall 
findings of the interagency literature review conducted by the CCP TF, of Alliance, on CCP in humanitar-
ian action, which led to the development of Key Considerations informing this Reflective Field Guide, a 
terminology review, and fed into the revision of Minimum Standard 17: Community-level Child Protection  
Approaches.9 
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Part 2: Understanding Your Current Community-level Approach to Child Protection introduces a typology 
of engagement with communities, which will help readers to reflect on the effectiveness and sustainability 
of their current level of community engagement in humanitarian action. 

Part 3: Key Considerations is drawn from promising practices in the evidence review and outlines the 
foundation from which effective CCP approaches begin. 

Part 4: Guidance Notes offers ways to reach higher levels of community engagement and ownership 
and suggests approaches to measure this new way of working and key questions that still need to be 
answered in this field. 

Part 5: Terminology and Key Resources provides additional explanations and links to external resources 
for those who wish to access additional information.  



8

PART 2:
Understanding Your Current Community-level  
Approach to Child Protection



9

 
Supporting locally led protection strategies can significantly improve the impact of protection inter-
ventions. External actors first need to acknowledge the capacity of people at risk as independent 
actors themselves.10

Humanitarian CP actors implement programming with varying levels of community engagement and own-
ership. This is in part due to opportunities and challenges in the context, organizational mandates/mis-
sion/vision, funding requirements, etc. The CPMS must also be considered in developing programming 
approaches.

As you learn more about what contributes to effective and sustainable CCP, this Reflective Field Guide 
invites you to pause and consider the strengths and limitations of your current approaches. In this section 
you will find a framework for this reflection, as well as some questions for reflection that will help you 
determine your current approach to engaging with communities. Based on this reflection, you might 
recognize the desire to work toward higher levels of community engagement and ownership. If so, the Key 
Considerations and Guidance Notes in Part 3 may help guide you in these reflections.

Four different types of engaging with communities

A 2008 interagency study of effective community-based CP11 found that, generally, most Communi-
ty-based Child Protection Mechanisms (CBCPMs) fall into four different types of approaches to engaging 
with communities.
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Types of engaging with communities

# Type Description Community 
Ownership

1 Direct 
implementation by 
agency

Agencies design actions and 
interventions, inform government and 
civil society, and the community acts 
as a beneficiary of those services.

Agency owns the 
intervention

2 Community 
involvement in 
agency initiatives

Agencies identify, train, and support 
communities to carry out specific 
activities designed by the agency 
(e.g., typically, where the CP 
committees, groups, and mechanisms 
fall).

Agency and community 
share intervention; 
partnership

3 Community-owned 
and managed 
activities mobilized 
by external agency

Agencies mobilize communities with 
the hope of enabling the community 
to sustain the work in the long term 
(e.g., agency enables community 
to analyze its own situation, identify 
priorities and actions, and play a role 
of facilitator/capacity builder).

Agency and community 
share intervention, 
but sustainability of 
interventions may 
depend on that sense of 
ownership

4 Community-owned 
and managed 
activities initiated 
from within the 
community

Community analyzes its own situation 
and identifies priorities. The agency 
does not lead the process but can 
provide funding and capacity building 
as necessary.

Community-owned, the 
agency’s role, if any, is 
seen as supportive

These types are “presented as a tool for discussion and consideration of alternative ways to engage with 
communities and of the different requirements and potential of each approach.”12  They emphasize levels 
of ownership of CP programming, where financial and human resources are coming from, and the type 
and duration of involvement of external actors (e.g., NGOs and possibly governmental agencies).

It is important to note that this matrix does not presume one level is “better” than another. Also, bottom-up 
and top-down approaches are not mutually exclusive but complementary. 

Community-level engagement in humanitarian action
The 2008 interagency study, along with a 2009 interagency review of the evidence on community-based 
child protection in humanitarian and development settings,13  and 2018 CCP TF Systematic Review of 
Literature showed that much of the current humanitarian CP programming sits under the top two types, 
particularly Type 2: Community involvement in agency initiatives (see examples of community-level pro-
gramming under each type below). Humanitarian programs often involve local agencies and community 
members, including children and youth, as part of their efforts to stimulate child participation. However, 
power dynamics between NGOs and communities often keep decision-making in the hands of the NGOs, 
and efforts are still largely externally driven by organizational and donor mandates, and the structure of 
the humanitarian aid system. 
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If your programming is not closely aligned with the needs and priorities of the communities you serve, and 
if community members feel they are working for an external agency to help it achieve its goals and not 
their own, you can fail to have the meaningful and lasting impact you envision.

Examples of types of engaging with communities

# Type Description

1 Direct 
implementation by 
agency

Any activity that is designed, resourced, and provided without 
involvement of community members, for example:

 � Pre-designed shelter and water, sanitation, and hygiene 
(WASH) interventions not informed by community norms

 � Awareness-raising campaigns developed by a CP actor with-
out consultation to understand the relevance of the informa-
tion, and appropriateness of the methods

2 Community 
involvement in 
agency initiatives

 � Child-friendly spaces (CFSs) designed, mostly resourced and 
implemented by the agency, with trained community volunteers

 � Case management with trained community volunteers
 � CP Committees designed, and mostly resourced by agencies, 

involving community members as participants

3 Community-owned 
and managed 
activities mobilized 
by an external 
agency

 � Activation of traditional community systems and practices for 
CP understood through context analysis and supported by 
community decision making (e.g., cleansing and forgiveness 
ceremonies, involvement of tradition leaders in using their 
authority to advocate CP messages, fostering practices) with 
some support from the agency (e.g., stipends, provision of 
ceremonial items)

4 Community-owned 
and managed 
activities initiated 
from within the 
community

 � Community organized security watch groups in camps; may be 
provided with small materials (e.g., flashlights) by the agency

 � Self-organized support groups that can be strengthened 
through modest support (e.g., small livelihood initiatives, sports 
teams for young people)

Reflecting on your current type(s) of community engagement 
CCP requires attitudes and methods that are flexible, innovative, and involve an ongoing application of 
learning, building on an understanding of a promising practice. This Reflective Field Guide invites reflection 
on the current approach(es) you and/or your agency are currently using when engaging with communities.
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Guiding questions to reflect on current type(s) of community engagement14 

# Question Yes No Reflection

1 Regarding the typology above:
 � Is my programming owned by the community 

or by the agency (consider typology level)?
 � What considerations determine the approach?

Why?

2 Do I think that the approaches I am using enable 
and strengthen the protective environment of 
children?

If yes, in what way? 
How is that being 
measured? If no, why?

3 Regardless of the approach I am taking, am I 
listening to community members, including boys 
and girls, before starting initiatives?

If not, how can I learn 
from the community to 
be a stronger listener?

4 Do I work to understand the child protection issues 
of concern to the community, and create space for 
problem-solving and action?

If not, what would I 
need to do to facilitate 
that space?

5 Are groups and people who are often “invisible” 
involved in community discussions and mobilization 
efforts?

If no, why, and how 
can I help to create 
space

6 Am (I, the agency, etc.) equipped with the attitudes 
and behaviors needed for effective engagement with 
communities and move in that direction?

How could I gain these 
skills?

7 How can community members take the lead in 
decision-making in programming?

What would this look 
like?

8 Is there space in my programming to use a 
more bottom-up approach, with higher levels of 
community engagement and ownership? Why yes/
no?

If yes, what are some 
opportunities? If no, 
why?

9 Are you (humanitarian CP actors) the best placed 
to take on these changes/new roles (e.g., “being 
facilitative” vs. “being experts”)?

If yes, what skill 
sets, attitudes, and 
behaviors are needed 
to effectively assume 
those roles?

10 Can (I, the agency, etc.) let go of predetermined 
priorities and expectations, and be open to 
potentially “inconvenient” answers or priorities that 
do not align with those of the agency?

If not, what is the 
barrier and is that 
possible given the 
current organizational 
and funding 
structures?
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It is important to think through the implications of different community engagement approaches and 
choose the one that seems best in the particular context. If the approach required is to save lives rapidly, 
an agency-driven approach is likely indicated, though it is important to recognize that local people may 
already be saving lives and doing so without the need of external aid. Though appropriate, these ap-
proaches will not be sustainable. 

In other contexts, where a slower engagement process, and higher levels of community ownership and 
sustainability are possible, it would be useful to use a more community-driven process. 

There are many considerations to make in determining if a community-driven approach is viable and 
appropriate. Questions may include:

 � Is the community relatively stable, or highly mobile?

 � Is there a sense of social coherence, of is the community highly fragmented?

 � Are there power dynamics that might be enhanced by community facilitation?

The Guidance Notes found in Part 4 of this Reflective Field Guide discuss the importance of conducting 
a deep context analysis and risk assessment in order to determine the appropriateness of supporting 
community-driven programming.

 
[In emergencies ….] Top-down, community-based approaches …. are not necessarily a bad thing. 
In fact, they have several advantages, such as enabling rapid responses like reuniting unaccompa-
nied children with their families. In addition to responding to violations against children, they may 
also reduce suffering and help to save lives in a highly dangerous situation in which there are no 
existing structures or group processes that can perform the functions of child protection. – Child 
Resilience Alliance

Retrieved from http://communityledcp.org/guide/chapter-1/benefits-of-top-down 

Community-level engagement in the humanitarian-development nexus

 
First and foremost, a “nexus approach” for humanitarian child protection actors means acknowl-
edging that the responsibility for ensuring children’s protection must be shared with actors from 
the development and peacebuilding arenas. It is through cohesive partnerships with these actors 
that you can more effectively prevent risks children face by address[ing] underlying vulnerabilities 
and more effectively respond[ing] to protection concerns by engaging with existing capacities and 
systems.15 

As global humanitarian demands continue to increase, there is a recognition that the complexity of pre-
vention, response, and recovery efforts require innovative, multi-sectoral approaches. Since 2016, this 
has led to a global initiative to strengthen the cohesiveness of various actors responding to humanitarian 
challenges. “This interlinkage between humanitarian action, sustainable development, and conflict pre-
vention and peacebuilding has been referred to as the ‘humanitarian-development nexus’.” 16 
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Many humanitarian agencies work in both development and humanitarian contexts, and they implement 
CCP programming in both. These may or may not be different, and this is an opportunity to reflect more 
deeply on how those determinations are made, if there is learning across the contexts, and how to build 
cohesive approaches across the continuum. 

The slower, patient approaches presented in The Child Resilience Alliance Toolkit are well-suited to stable 
environments, such as many development contexts. In fragile contexts, CCP processes are effective in 
developing preparedness planning. In humanitarian contexts of protracted crisis, there can be good possi-
bilities for increased community involvement in program design and implementation. The Child Resilience 
Alliance Toolkit provides some useful guidance on how to adapt the methods presented in their toolkit and 
this Reflective Field Guide to work in contexts of protracted crisis. 

Viewing your programming across the prevention-preparedness-response-recovery continuum and in-
tegrated with other critical interventions promoting development and peacebuilding, challenges you to 
consider how community-level engagement contributes to and strengthens your approaches during each 
phase and across the continuum. Some considerations may include:

 � How do your community-level engagement approaches around prevention and preparedness 
programming take a longer term view of adapting and evolving into response and recovery 
approaches to community work?

 ° What adaptations might you have to make for those changes at different stages, if any?

 ° What criteria should you consider in doing that?

 ° How are you using the facilitative approaches outlined in this Reflective Field Guide to engage 
communities in influencing and developing these strategies?

 � In your operational context, who are the relevant actors in a nexus approach with whom we should 
be collaborating?

 ° Do you know how communities understand and prioritize the elements in the “nexus” and that 
interlinkage of external actors? What is that in relation to your interests as external humanitarian 
actors? Can you accommodate different understandings and priorities?

 ° How do you align your community-level approaches with other external actors? 

 � How do you understand “nexus” approaches within the socio-ecological and systems approaches 
to CCP?

 ° How can you build on the creative capacities of communities themselves, to strengthen 
economic, peacebuilding, and other approaches critical to prevention and recovery?

 ° How can we build on the capacities of other external actors to strengthen economic, 
peacebuilding, and other approaches critical to prevention and recovery?
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CASE STUDY:
Building on and Strengthening  
Community Resources17

Background: A five-month-long armed conflict in Marawi City, 
Lanao del Sur, Philippines started on 23 May 2017, between Phil-
ippine government security forces and militants affiliated with the 
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), including the Maute and 
Abu Sayyaf Salafi jihadist groups. The conflict caused widespread 
displacement from the city.

Piagapo is a municipality near Marawi City that received internally 
displaced persons from the siege, as well as by previous armed 
conflict in the region, and security concerns remain high. Piagapo 
is a mostly rural, mountainous municipality that is only accessible by 
one main road in and out, with much of the area lacking infrastructure 
for good transportation. Most of the population is engaged in agricul-
ture, though now lacking easy access to markets. The residents of 
Barangay Rantian include families displaced from Marawi who have 
relatives there. The small elementary school only has early primary 
grades (2 or 3), and then students must attend school in another 
Barangay three kilometers away. There is also a small Madrassa 
(school for the study of the Islamic religion), though it is in need of 
repair, so the students meet in an open structure that also presents 
hazards. The primary concerns community members have for the 
protection of their children are poor access to education and poverty. 
The crisis, as well as poor infrastructure, have affected household 
incomes, and the supports that have come from the humanitarian 
agencies have not been adequate.

In the aftermath of the siege, several humanitarian actors—interna-
tional, national, and local—implemented programming in the Munic-
ipality, including CP interventions. However, the response is now 
officially in the recovery phase, and most international NGOs (INGOs) 
have ended their programs. Child and Family Services International 
(CFSI) has continued some recovery support in Rantian, including 
child rights training with community leaders, and in partnership with 
the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) livelihoods support 
mostly focused on cultivation of white scallion (green onions) and 
production of a local staple condiment, palapa. Community members 
see this initiative as important for raising household income, which, 
among other benefits improves the nutritional status of children.

Prior to any humanitarian programming, a group of women organized 
themselves out of a common interest in helping their children by 
supporting each other. 

Location:

Marawi City, Lanao del Sur,
Philippines

Date:

2017

Citation:

Interviews with women in 
Barangay Rantian, Piagapo 
Municipality, Lanao del Sur, 
Mindanao. (2019, August). 
Conducted by the Project 
Manager of this initiative.
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One older woman displaced from Marawi had 10 children and real-
ized she could help other mothers in the community with parenting 
skills. Another member of the group taught Arabic to the children in 
the community, which parents found very important for their healthy 
development. To further support these women, CFSI engaged the 
group in a livelihood initiative. Women in the group said the outcomes 
were not only positive for children, but also for them at the individual 
and group levels and shared that the project brought them closer 
together, which provided a lot of emotional support. As women, most 
of whom did not have a lot of access to education or income gener-
ation; this provided an opportunity to build knowledge and skills, as 
well as earning an income for the first time. This has really made a big 
difference in our lives,” one woman exclaimed, “I could never imagine 
I would feel this sense of well-being!”

“Women in the group 
said the outcomes 
were not only positive 
for children, but 
also for them at the 
individual and group 
levels and shared that 
the project brought 
them closer together, 
which provided a lot of 
emotional support.”

“This has really made 
a big difference in our 
lives,” one woman 
exclaimed, “I could 
never imagine I would 
feel this sense of well-
being!”
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Building on what CP capacities and resources exist within communities offers you an opportunity to learn 
of and link with the other types of resources prioritized to strengthen the family and community levels. 
This will only be effective with high levels of community input and decision-making. This focus helps you 
to envision the forms of appropriate and effective community engagement at different phases of human-
itarian response, recognizing that these are not linear. In the above example, a collaboration during the 
early humanitarian recovery phase between a national NGO, very much present in communities, and a UN 
development agency, providing modest livelihood support to a self-initiated support group of women, had 
the ripple effects of strengthening their group structure and providing each woman, and her family, with 
much-needed income and increased self-esteem. 

In conclusion, this Reflective Field Guide, and its accompanying resources, can help you reflect on the 
contribution higher levels of community engagement and ownership have on protection outcomes for 
children.There is still much to be learned about how to adapt these participative approaches to different 
humanitarian contexts, but evidence shows you that these can lead to programming that is relevant, 
appropriate, and owned by communities.



PART 3:
Key Considerations
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Ways to Reach Higher Levels of Community Engagement and Ownership
The interagency literature review conducted in 2018 by the CCP TF, of the Alliance, revealed core themes 
enabling the effectiveness and sustainability of community-level approaches to CP, which were distilled 
into the following six Key Considerations. These themes are the foundation on which this Reflective Field 
Guide was developed.

1. Principles and approaches

2. Conducting a deep context analysis

3. How to effectively engage with CCP systems

4. Meaningful child participation (benefits for children and CCP systems)

5. Linkages between formal and informal CP systems

6. Community-level Child Protection in Humanitarian Action: The Need for a Shift in Mindset

As you read through these Key Considerations reflect on the Guiding Questions to Reflect on Current 
Type(s) of Community Engagement in Part 2 and how these can influence your programming.



20

KEY CONSIDERATION 1: 
Principles of Community-level 
Child Protection

Child protection in humanitarian action is guided by a set of principles that apply to all actions undertaken 
for the prevention of and response to CP violations. They are outlined in the CPMS. 
 
1. Avoid exposing people to further harm as a result of your actions.

1. Ensure people’s access to impartial assistance.

2. Protect people for physical and psychological harm arising from violence and coercion.

3. Assist people in claiming their rights, accessing available remedies, and recovering from the effects 
of abuse

4. Strengthen CP systems

5. Strengthen children’s resilience in humanitarian action

Key principles of CCP emphasize:
 � Context sensitivity and deep context analysis

 � Broad representation and inclusivity, especially engaging particularly vulnerable children

 � Meaningful child participation

 � Recognizing and building on community capacities and resources, so as not to establish parallel 
structures

 � Recognizing the role that community members play in CP, including the primary role of the family

 � Taking a long-term perspective from the outset with an aim for sustainability and community 
leadership
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KEY CONSIDERATION 2: 
Conduct a Deep Context Analysis

The importance of a deep context analysis
Effective CCP requires approaches that facilitate the active engagement of community members in build-
ing on their own belief systems and capacities that promote resilience and protection and respond to risk 
without discrimination. External actors must understand the existing resources and challenges, how CP 
concerns are understood and prioritized, and how communities mobilize around these issues in order 
to work in ways that are supportive and collaborative, and not undermining local systems. It is a critical 
element of CCP and must involve a broad representation of a community, including children.

A deep context analysis requires a process of demonstrating respect, building trust and developing rela-
tionships in communities. How we do this is as important as what we do.

A deep context analysis is ideally undertaken during the preparedness phase in a humanitarian context. 
This would be updated during the response phase. If there was no context analysis undertaken prior to 
the response phase, the process would begin there and be enhanced on an ongoing basis through the 
recovery phase.

What are you looking for when you conduct a deep context analysis?
 � Learn about local understandings of key concepts (e.g., child, child development, protection, risk, 

harm) and how those influence local approaches to CP; child development may be different in 
different communities.

 � What are community members already doing to protect children?

 � Understand the leadership structures; who are the opinion leaders and influencers?

 � Learn about CP concerns and priorities in the community, including approaches and practices prior 
to emergencies, and if/how those have been affected by the emergency (positively or negatively).

 � Identify what resources the community can bring to protection efforts (e.g., human, financial, 
physical, spiritual, social, and cultural).

 � Consider what the potential influence (positive and negative) the involvement of external actors may 
have in community CP.

 � Understand if there are CP issues that community members would not want to or be able to 
address, and why.

 � Understand what external actors can do to engage with communities more effectively and 
appropriately (e.g., communication, behaviors, actions, attitudes).

 � Obtain a deep understanding of culture and practices, and respect for these, along with 
a respectful dialogue to advocate for a focus on the best interests of the child in line with 
international child rights standards.

Characteristics of a deep context analysis
 � The external actor takes a low profile from the start, allowing community members to guide the 

process while the external actor plays a facilitating role.

 � Take time to build relationships and emphasize patient listening.
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 � Learning and analysis should be ongoing; deep context analysis is not a one-off exercise.

 � Use open-ended questions (not “yes or no”), followed by probing questions.

 � Use participatory methods (e.g., observation, group discussions, interviews, consultations).

 � Conduct a power analysis in the community to ensure representative views from many perspectives 
in the community, especially those that are not always heard (For example, depending on the 
context, this may be women and girls, children, the elderly, persons with disabilities, ethnic or 
religious minorities).

Challenges in undertaking a deep context analysis
In any setting, but particularly in humanitarian contexts, there are challenges to undertaking the slow, 
deliberative approaches that evidence informs you are the most effective in meaningful community-level 
engagement. There may be reluctance to discuss particularly sensitive topics, for example. Safety and se-
curity risks of organizing community meetings should also be considered. Some challenges might include:

 � Discussing particularly sensitive or taboo issues may be difficult, or need more time for community’s 
internal discussions to sensitively address the topics.

 � Some CP risks/issues may be more effectively addressed than others, and that can present a 
challenge if funding is focused on addressing a specific issue or issues that may not be effectively 
or realistically addressed by a community.

 � CP actors may have different CP understandings and priorities than the community.

 � The urgent needs in acute phases of emergencies may not allow time for a slow, deliberate process 
to really understand the context and allow the community to mobilize itself to protect children.

 � Insecurity may constrain adequate, ongoing access to communities.

For guidance on methods and approaches to developing a deep context analysis, please refer to the 
following Part 4, Guidance Notes 1-6.
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KEY CONSIDERATION 3:
Effective Engagement with Communities

Community engagement begins the moment you begin your work, be it during an initial rapid assess-
ment in the response phase, establishing preparedness programming, or starting new programming in a 
recovery context. Engagement is about how you assess, design, implement, monitor, and evaluate your 
programming. Effective community engagement relies on more than technical expertise in CP. There are 
“soft skills” critical to building trust and collaborative relationships. These are core competencies of CCP 
approaches.

Facilitation by external actors
 � Create space for diverse stakeholders to have their voices heard, which is motivating and builds 

commitment.

 � Use highly participatory approaches that promote mobilization of internal resources (e.g., group 
processes).

 � Work to build trust, which comes with transparency, feedback, responsiveness, and accountability.

 � Seek to understand deeply the sociocultural context.

 � Possess strong conflict sensitivity skills you can bring to group processes.

 � Use patient, flexible, dialogue-oriented approaches that focus on shared understanding, 
responsibility, and collective problem-solving. Avoid “top-down” lecture approaches.

 � Effective capacity building from external actors focuses on long-term strengthening of community 
capacity to positively influence CP; some examples include:

 ° Support and mentoring by an external agency

 ° Adapted to context; not “one size fits all”

 ° Ongoing, not one-off trainings

 � Focus not just on technical training, but on social change processes and on building organizational 
capacity (e.g., to access and manage funds.

Focus on community structures, systems, and resources

 
The literature review and field consultations conducted as the foundation to this Reflective Field 
Guide tell us that beginning discussions with rights-based language can alienate some communi-
ties, and create barriers to building trust and respect. We know, however, some community actions 
and norms can cause harm to children. Therefore, when appropriate to do so, work together to 
establish locally agreed standards (reflecting international standards) for child protection work (e.g., 
safeguarding children, children’s participation, and the base rights of the child).
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 � Place emphasis on the communities’ understanding of child risk and protection, while ensuring 
respect for the best interests of the child.

 � Enable a space for discussion between local people to discuss child protection needs and 
standards for well-being with external actors. This discussion should begin with the generation of 
ideas, opinions and perspectives of community members as a starting point. 

 � Build on existing structures, knowledge, skills, and networks (e.g., peer support, volunteers, 
traditional protective norm/practices, existing groups/structures), as well as a sense of community 
responsibility to protect children.

 � Link CP to wider community development processes, such as economic strengthening, so that 
communities can see more immediate, concrete benefits.

 � Facilitate linkages between the local or informal systems and the formal CP systems.

 � Mobilize community resources identified in your deep context analysis that can most appropriately 
support the priority CP concerns in each context.

 � Develop shared definitions of CP-related concepts, as well as of CP systems along with their 
purposes, functions, and components. The development of this shared vocabulary should form 
part of a broader effort to develop shared criteria and measures of impact.

 
Mobilizing Traditional Community Structures for Child Protection in South 
Kordofan, Sudan

In parts of South Kordofan and Darfur in Sudan, traditional women poets and singers, collectively 
known as Hakamat, play a critical role in mobilizing communities for collective action. Historically, 
some of that action has been to inspire community fighters in inter-communal conflict, as well as 
encouraging crop harvesting. Increasingly, the Hakamat have moved away from involvement in 
conflict and engaged with humanitarian actors in South Kordofan in using their skills authority to 
advance CP, education, health, and hygiene initiatives in their communities to use their skills and 
authority as mediators in communal conflict. They express an enthusiasm for this engagement, and 
their opportunity to strengthen their communities around priority CP issues.

“We Hakamat stand with the children because they are vulnerable, and we are working to 
protect and give opportunity for education because they are our future. We have the trust of 
the community and will continue to give messages to live in peace.” 

– Hakamat leaders, Kadugli, South Kordofan, Sudan. October 2018

Involving community members
 � Engage adults, youth, and children who are known, trusted by primary caregivers and children 

alike, influential, and can bring diverse perspectives, networks, and expertise. 

 � Recognize the roles that parents/caregivers play in CCP systems and find ways to meaningfully 
involve them in programming approaches.

 � Assess with sensitivity, and in coordination with other external actors, how to weigh the 
sustainability that comes with volunteerism, and the realistic expectations you can have of 
community volunteer workers.
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 � Engaging community members who are motivated to help and committed to volunteer has been 
shown to lead to more effective and sustainable action.

 � Explore how they can be supported through non-monetary means, such as ongoing training and 
capacity building, and ensure community members understand and are confident in their roles and 
can see the results of their work. 

 � Manage issues of group power and gender dynamics through culturally sensitive approaches.

 � Involve community members in review/monitoring, problem-solving, joint planning, and decision 
making to encourage ownership of actions.



26

KEY CONSIDERATION 4: 
Meaningful Child Participation 

Child participation is a fundamental right of children and is a strong component of effective CCP 
approaches. Community-level approaches that include meaningful child participation are generally more 
effective in addressing CP in appropriate and relevant ways. Children play an important role in advocating 
for themselves and their peers, helping parents and adult community members understand their priority 
concerns and the ways in which they contribute to protection. 

Meaningful child participation is also shown to result in positive outcomes for children. For example, 
children involved in CCP mechanisms:

 � Have increased information

 � Have increased confidence

 � Are more able to defend their rights and their own self-protection 

 � Contributed to improved protection of other children

 � Are influencing community development plans

 � Are more visible in the community; there is increased value in listening to children

 � Have increased communication, negotiation, and problem-solving skills

How can you meaningfully involve children in CCP?
Make an effort to involve children in ways beyond typical “children’s domains” (e.g., children’s clubs) and 
involve children in broader efforts in the protection work, as well as in decision making. 

 � Recognize the role children can play in identifying and mapping the risks of most concern, as 
well as in changing social norms that influence violence against them, if they are given room to 
undertake those roles.

 � Through children’s groups, create space for children to express themselves freely and feel 
empowered; show how they can still play an important role if strong linkages are made between 
the children’s groups and other elements of the protective system.

 � Ensure inclusion of especially vulnerable children, as their perspectives, concerns, and resources 
are often absent from public forums. 

 � Understand why they may not be participating in the existing community-level initiatives; for 
example, limits in mobility, resources, time, as well as if the structure of a mechanism or approach 
is exclusive (e.g., school-based children’s clubs may not facilitate inclusion of working children, 
married children, very poor children).

 � Identify capacity-building content and approaches that are developmentally appropriate and 
focus on social-emotional skill building (e.g., leadership, communication, group problem-solving, 
advocacy, etc.).

 � Consider the role of peer education as a valuable approach in CCP. 

 � Take care to ensure children’s participation is voluntary, safe, and appropriate to their 
developmental abilities.

 � Ask community adults and children how children can be key participants in relevant and 
appropriate ways, without causing additional protection issues.  
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 � Consider the timing of children’s participation (around school, home, work responsibilities) and 
negotiate with parents.

Challenges to meaningful child participation 
What does “meaningful child participation” really mean?

 � Even if children have a voice, if they do not have decision-making power followed up by successful 
action their participation will not influence change.

 � There may be attitudes or beliefs that children can/should not play a role in the public space, 
especially as it relates to decision making. 

 � Stigma exists around children’s incapacity/inappropriateness to perform roles and responsibilities.

 � Children often have many competing demands on their time and must prioritize meeting the needs 
of their families and education. 

 � The most vulnerable children are often the most invisible in their communities, making access to 
them and advocating for their participation in protection mechanisms particularly challenging.

 � Cultures and practices may hamper children’s participation (e.g., early/forced/arranged marriage).

 � The economic situation of the family can hinder children’s participation.

 � Political struggles may make children’s participation challenging.

 � Geographical location can hinder access (armed conflict/disaster prone areas; far-flung areas).

 � The level of prioritization, awareness, and understanding among parents/caregivers on CP can 
impact children’s participation.

For further guidance on effective engagement with communities, please refer to Part 4, Guidance Note 2, 
Guidance Note 3, Guidance Note 5, and Guidance Note 7.
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KEY CONSIDERATION 5: 
Facilitating Strong Linkages Between Formal  
and Informal Systems

CP efforts, both in development and humanitarian contexts, have undergone a significant shift in the past 
decade, from a focus on addressing risks and categories of vulnerable children, to a recognition that a 
systemic approach to protection provides a more comprehensive and sustainable approach to protecting 
vulnerable children and building resilience to mitigate the potential impacts of future harm.

CP systems strengthening is not only possible, but critical in humanitarian situations, as emergencies 
can provide opportunities to strengthen community-level systems leading to integration into formal sys-
tems post-emergency. Where CP systems were previously weak, humanitarian response with a systems 
approach offers the possibility to mobilize humanitarian resources to “build back better”18 and establish 
effective and sustainable CP systems in the recovery process.

How do you understand child protection systems (briefly)?
 � Systems exist at different levels.

 � Elements are needed in the middle to link the two in meaningful ways, bringing congruence 
between different elements that may feature tension.

 � There is a need for strong grassroots protective environments for prevention and locally appropriate 
response. 

 � There is a need for strong formal systems, such as legal/normative frameworks at the national level 
(“top-down”).

 � There is a need to contextualize legal/normative frameworks at the local level to support 
community-level approaches.

 � Community-level efforts will be more successful if there is a meaningful legal/normative framework 
and functioning structures at the higher levels.

 � Linkages will be facilitated more effectively if there is a strong similarity between the priorities and 
practices of the systems at different levels.

What have you learned about facilitating linkages between the informal and 
formal CP systems? 
 � Link and engage with a formal system at different levels from the beginning to build long-term 

commitment for support after external support ends.

 � Advocate for formal recognition of the CCP approaches with accompanying resource support, and 
invest in CP generally – plan, budget, and action.

 � Facilitate linkages, which requires strong networking and coordination between CCP efforts and 
relevant elements of the formal systems (especially in cases of more difficult-to-address CP issues 
that require referral pathways).

 � When linkages are established “bottom-up,” at the request of the community, there is greater 
acceptance of services, and more positive relations between community and service providers.
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 � Link to other formal structures at the community-level (e.g., village committees, health committees, 
development committees, education) to ensure linkages between CP and other development 
activities and funding opportunities. 

 � Emphasize inclusiveness, participation, and convergence in every step of the establishment of 
community-level approaches; make an effort to link with formal system(s).

For further guidance on effective engagement with communities, please refer to Part 4, Guidance Note 9.
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KEY CONSIDERATION 6: 
Community-level Child Protection in  
Humanitarian Action: The Need for a Shift  
in Mindset

Humanitarian crises around the world have challenged the humanitarian system to meet unprecedented 
protection risks and needs of children in communities, with limited available resources. More localized hu-
manitarian action provides opportunities to deliver efficient, effective, and sustainable preparedness and 
response actions. Humanitarian CP actors recognize that communities, local civil society organizations 
(CSOs), and local governments are at the forefront of humanitarian response. While international agencies 
will continue to play a role in many crises, they will need to reflect on how they, as institutions, can be 
better partners to work alongside communities to reach common goals.

What would your roles look like?
 � Act as a catalyst or facilitator and avoid jumping in too early and directing discussions. To the 

extent possible, create space and support for the work of the community at its own pace, and 
placing emphasis on community priorities. This means supporting their decision making, even 
when it does not “align” to the priorities of the agency, while ensuring respect for the best interest 
of the child. 

 � Understand the barriers that prevent the meaningful participation of some groups (e.g., children, 
women, marginalized groups).

 � Promote and maintain transparency; be candid about the agency’s mission or purpose, funding 
priorities, guidelines, approaches, etc., at the appropriate time and with sensitivity. 

 � Establish from the outset the expectation that your agency will leave, which means discussions 
with community members and agencies should have a mutual understanding of the scope of the 
work that will be done together, and how community members will continue that work beyond the 
partnership with the agency.

 � Ensure there is meaningful community engagement in designing, implementing, monitoring, and 
evaluating community-level approaches.

 � Recognize that in humanitarian settings, it is normal for agencies to want to work as quickly as 
possible to address protection risks in the community. This can often lead to the establishment 
of CP Committees or other agency-driven structures, which can seem as if they originate in the 
community but are really mechanisms created by the agency. Avoid creating such structures 
and seek out existing mechanisms and community supports, considering what is familiar and 
acceptable to the communities. 

 � Humanitarian actors often seek to extract information from community members about the crisis 
and risks to children but fail to provide feedback to the community on what they have learned. 
This can create misconceptions, false hope, and distrust. Involve community members in your 
assessment/context analysis efforts and ensure the information is made available to the community 
members to demonstrate accountability.

 � Much of your work with communities is often linked to payment and/or in-kind support, which 
undermine traditional community systems, and tends not to be sustainable over time. These factors 
can eventually lead to the failure of the community group/mechanism once the supporting agency 
has left. Agencies should acknowledge the time and efforts of individuals, consider the long-term 
impacts of financial incentives, and weigh decisions about payment with other forms of recognition.
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 � Make space for accessible and meaningful community feedback and decision-making to refine 
approaches based on community perceptions. 

 � Ensure strong coordination with other relevant actors, such as national and international CP 
agencies, relevant government bodies (if present), and actors from related sectors, such as 
education, WASH, shelter, etc.

 � If and when appropriate, act as an intermediary, linking communities with the formal CP system and 
institutions. This brings grassroots knowledge to higher level decision-making bodies and broadens 
the protective environment for children.

 � Identify strengths in the community and maximizing internal resources. 

 � Limit the use of external resources (financial and human), but focus on motivating activities, natural 
commitment to volunteerism, etc. Channel resources after internal resources have been mobilized, 
in small amounts. 

 � Focus on human rights as a foundation for action, not necessarily an action itself (as in training on 
child rights).

 � Use training and capacity building as opportunities to strengthen community members to facilitate 
positive social change from within communities themselves. The focus should be on their priorities, 
and building on their capacities.

 � Engage with donors to adapt funding systems, timeframes, and reporting for different levels of 
community involvement. 

 � Work to strengthen the local CP workforce capacity.

 � Strengthen collaboration mechanisms among humanitarian actors at all levels (e.g., local, regional, 
national).

Challenges to changing the way you work
Attempting to influence the way humanitarian organizations, from CSOs to International NGOs (INGOs), 
approach community engagement can seem daunting. Humanitarian CP actors often, understandably, 
feel the need to move quickly to respond to risks to children and fall back on prior ways of working – such 
as CP Committees and children’s groups – without taking the time to first analyze existing structures and 
mechanisms in the community. CP actors also may not feel confident in designing alternative community 
engagement approaches. Donors’ budgets, timelines, and expectations may also challenge communi-
ty-level approaches that require longer timeframes. 

Attitudes, skills, and capacities needed to adapt the CP actors’ approaches
 � Cultivate attitudes such as: respect, humility, listening in a deep and engaged manner, empathy, 

flexibility, compassion, respect for and understanding of local culture, and patience. 

 � Develop the practice of reflection, learning, and adapting approaches. Begin by considering what 
you bring to your community engagement work.

 � Be comfortable with flexibility and adaptability.

 � Listen deeply to community members, their concerns, hopes, and fears, and facilitate discussions 
toward group problem-solving without injecting personal or organizational bias, but provide 
options. Create space for community people to decide what harm(s) to children to address and 
how.

 � Focus on building trust among community members and between humanitarian actors through 
discussion and time spent together – the relationship is a long-term investment. 

 � Respect community members’ local understandings of risks to children, the resources they have at 
hand, and the supports they require. 
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Strengthen our capacities to:

 � Analyze subtleties among community members, understand gender and power dynamics, and 
create opportunities to change social norms and make space for marginalized voices.

 � Mobilize communities, energize individuals, and create teamwork around positivity. 

 � Reflect internally on the attributes of effective community engagement, and consider these in staff 
hiring, orientation, and professional development.

For further guidance on effective engagement with communities, please refer to Part 4, Guidance Note 11. 



PART 4: 
Guidance Notes
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In this section, methods and tools are presented that can be used to adapt current programming to sup-
port higher levels of community engagement and ownership. Thinking about the reflection done in Part 2 
of this Reflective Field Guide can help you when identifying which resources to use from this section. The 
information below includes guidance on the following methods: 

1. Methods for Effective and Participatory Community Engagement

2. Facilitating Discussions on Children’s Risks and Protection

3. Mapping the Context: How Do We Understand Existing Protection Capacities and Risks in the  
Community?

4. How to Identify Risks Associated with External Support

5. Understanding Community Conceptions of Child Protection

6. Prioritizing Community Child Protection Concerns

7. Meaningful Child Participation

8. Action planning with communities

9. How to Facilitate Linkages between Informal and Formal Child Protection Systems

10. Reflecting on the Quality of our Partnership with Communities

11. Community-level Child Protection in Humanitarian Action: The Need for a Shift in Mindset

These Guidance Notes were developed in line with the Key Considerations and guided by the Supporting 
Community-led Child Protection: An Online Guide and Toolkit. Selected resources can be found in Part 5: 
Terminology and Resources to enable further reading and learning about the methods presented. 

The methods and tools presented can be used all together to design learning and action planning initia-
tives. They can also be used individually to meet specific needs for data collection, program redesign, and 
reflection. All methods and tools should be adapted to your program contexts before use.

These are not intended to be one-off activities. The most crucial elements of participatory learning 
are developing relationships, gaining trust, and facilitating dialogue in the community. Activities to 
discuss child protection concerns can do harm if that trust is lacking, and if the context has not been ad-
equately understood. Activities can be introduced as the relationship between the child protection actors 
and community members develops, beginning with the least intrusive, such as observation, for example. 
As the participatory learning process is ongoing you will adapt your methods with deeper understandings 
of the community, its members, and its systems.
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GUIDANCE NOTE 1: 
Methods for Effective and Participatory  
Community Engagement

Introduction
Using social ecology and systems approaches to CCP means you understand risk and protection from 
the points of view of the children, their families, and their communities. You look at how families and 
communities function to understand how they can support and strengthen protective elements. You want 
to understand influences on child development, risk, and protection, such as culture, power dynamics, 
gender norms, socio-political factors, etc., as well as the connections between the formal and informal 
systems that operate at various levels of the communities. Meaningful community engagement builds on 
participatory learning.

 
For further information on the social ecological and systems approach to CP, see Standard 14 of the 
Minimum Standards for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action. 

Analyzing existing information and, if needed, collecting new data to better understand CP issues are 
critical at all stages of a humanitarian action. It is critical to include an analysis and mapping of existing 
community capacities and resources. These are important foundations on which to base support of the 
community to tap into its strengths and develop appropriate supports that build on and not undermine 
capacities and promote resilience.

Desk reviews are important to establish a baseline of knowledge before planning for a deeper context 
analysis. In this first, more general, step of data collection, aim to gather information on:

 � Demographics

 � Local understanding of child protection concepts, such as “child,” and well-being, for example.

 � Aspects of culture and society that influence risk and protection, and how those are understood

 � Humanitarian impacts on children, adolescents, youth, families, and communities 

After gaining a general understanding about the context in which the program will be implemented, there 
are several methods that can be used to gain a deeper understanding of the social ecology and protec-
tion environment in a community, including Participatory Action Research and Participatory Learning and 
Action (PLA). 

Below is an overview of easy-to-use and adaptable methods. It is important that field staff who will be 
engaging community members with these tools are well-trained and confident in how to apply them.

Guiding principles and key considerations when using methods for  
community engagement
The use of these tools requires following certain principles and observing some ethical considerations. 
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Do no harm

You must ensure that appropriate steps are taken to prevent and mitigate any type of harm to the com-
munity members with whom you are engaged. These could range from raising unrealistic expectations, to 
worsening conflict, and causing psychological distress. Set very clear expectations for participation and 
never make promises you cannot fulfill.

The following are particularly important considerations in undertaking this work.

Informed consent 

 � Assure community members that their engagement is voluntary and their participation does not  
determine their access to services.

 � When you are collecting information from the community, explain why and how any information is 
collected, and how it will be used.

 � Set very clear expectations for participation and never make promises you cannot fulfill.

 � When involving children, provide information that is appropriate to the development, gender, and 
abilities; there must be assent from their parents to participate.

 � For participants with different abilities, ensure that the consent procedure is adapted to their needs.

 
In planning community-level work, analyze the potential risks and challenges to gain informed consent 
and plan to avoid or mitigate those. These may be caused by many factors, such as power dynamics, 
language, raised expectations, social norms, etc. 

Confidentiality 

Community engagement will often address sensitive, even taboo, topics, and trust will not be built unless 
people feel assured that what they share will be protected. Develop a confidentiality plan that will be 
shared with community members. Consider the following:

 � Provide spaces that offer privacy, in which people will feel safest to speak openly in interviews or 
group discussions.

 � Offer safe storage of written notes, photos, and audio/video tapes (if applicable), and only use 
those after receiving permission.

 � Do not record names with identifying features without permission; general descriptors are used in 
publicly available documents (e.g., 20-year old mother).

 � Agree on how to respond appropriately to sensitive issues if they arise.

Child safeguarding

Each agency has a Child Safeguarding Policy that applies to all staff who are directly in contact with chil-
dren in the community, and includes any consultants, partner staff, or volunteers conducting community 
engagement activities with the agency or on the agency’s behalf. 

Meaningful participation of children and adolescents

Effective CCP approaches honor children’s and adolescents’ capacities to meaningfully contribute to their 
own protection, your programming, and to community life. The perception of children on their protection 
can differ from the perception of adults and should therefore be listened to. Child-sensitive and adoles-
cent-appropriate methods and approaches that consider different developmental stages and abilities are 
important to create space for effective participation. 
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Boys and girls have unique contributions that should be recognized and facilitated with sensitivity. You 
should demonstrate to the children that their contributions are being taken seriously and contributing to 
protection efforts.

Inclusiveness

Ensure inclusive representation in your approaches. In addition to community leaders and key stakehold-
ers, be sure to involve members of the community who do not always influence decision making or who 
are marginalized. These voices often bring unique perspectives on CP concerns and capacities.

Avoiding assessment fatigue

When various humanitarian actors conduct assessments in the same community, it can cause confusion, 
frustration, anger, or distress. Plan community work based on what other community-level assessment or 
context analysis has been done, or is underway, so there is no duplication of activities. Strong collabora-
tion with other humanitarian actors is important in respecting the community’s time and effort.

Preventing and responding to distress 

Efforts to understand community protection concerns and risks are not intended to inquire about specific 
cases of violence or abuse. Mention of these events may, however, arise in discussion if participants share 
painful experiences, causing them distress. Have a plan for these occasions to minimize the harm to 
participants. Some suggestions:

 � Prepare in advance who or where it would be most important to refer someone who is distressed 
(e.g., natural helpers, social workers, religious leaders).

 � Ensure you use or develop an organizational CP urgent action/adverse events procedure outlining 
how your agency will respond to disclosures.

 � Do not encourage participants to share deeply personal, potentially painful things.

 � Pay attention to body language and verbal cues that could indicate distress and suggest 
discontinuing the discussion for the moment; ask if they would like to speak with someone in their 
community for support.

 � At the agency level, plan for psychosocial support for field workers who may also be distressed by 
reports that are shared with them, ensuring them that it is provided in a confidential and culturally 
appropriate manner.

Accountability

Besides avoiding harm, an important principle in CCP is that as you learn and take information from the 
community, there is, in return, a tangible benefit to the community. 
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This may include useful information on resources and support, reporting back to acknowledge their con-
tributions to the work, and other actions that can have positive social impacts.

Often, CP actors cannot address the priority needs shared by community members because 
they do not fall into the CP mandate, there is not enough capacity to respond, or other reasons.  
You should make this clear to participants at the start of your engagement and explain how this informa-
tion will be relayed to relevant actors who can follow up.

Attitudes and soft skills when using methods for community engagement

Effective facilitation requires approaching community engagement with respect, humility, and willingness 
to genuinely listen and value the knowledge of community members.

This goes beyond trying to train staff to have qualities such as empathy, openness, and humility; it implies 
the need to emphasize an organizational culture in which agencies define interactions by those values. In 
turn, these same values would then influence programmatic interventions.

Methods

What is most important about the choice of methods used is that they facilitate information collection in 
ways that are highly participatory and adaptable to different contexts. Discussed here are some of the 
participatory methods commonly used. It is important to use more than one tool to collect the same 
information, as this allows “triangulation” of information from other methods to validate overall findings or 
see contrasting findings that need to be analyzed further.

Another consideration is the order in which methods are used. In-depth interviews may be the most intru-
sive interactions and probably should not be used until individuals know and trust you. Observation makes 
your presence in the community known and gives you an opportunity to begin to speak with people. 
Group discussions can be facilitated in ways that build confidence and trust, without getting too personal. 

Prior to using the chosen method in a community, go through a process of cultural adaptation to ensure 
sensitivity of the method and questions to the context in which it is implemented. With all methods it is 
important that, at the end of a session, you summarize the findings or content of the interview and dis-
cussion to ensure you have understood the participants’ contributions. This will improve the quality of the 
information and demonstrate respect to the participants.

The subsequent Guidance Note 3 and Guidance Note 5 will explore what key questions might be useful 
for mapping protective capacities and risks, understanding community concepts of CP, prioritizing risks, 
and developing action plans. Depending on the information needed, different methods can be used. It 
is important to realize that concepts such as “children,” “community,” “protection,” etc., are understood 
differently across contexts. 
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It is therefore recommended you adapt these concepts together with community members prior to collec-
tion of information to ensure you ask relevant questions. 

Methods specific to children’s participation are found in the guidance on How Do We Meaningfully Involve 
Children? (see Guidance Note 7).

Group discussions
These are semi-structured or structured processes that draw out experiences, perceptions, priorities, and 
solutions regarding CP risks. They should be conducted in medium-sized groups, in separate groupings 
based on gender and age, and as determined by social and cultural practice.

Group discussions are a common format for gaining a better understanding of community concepts 
of child development, risk, and protection; priority concerns about children and family; capacities and 
resources at the family and community level; as well as for action planning and follow-up monitoring 
of CCP initiatives. The benefit of focus group discussions is that they offer opportunities to observe 
dynamics among individuals, and the structure can create a natural discussion where people brain-
storm and encourage others to share ideas and stories. Facilitators can use participatory methodolo-
gies, such as ranking/scoring exercises, diagrams, timelines, and functional mapping of CP systems.  
However, if not facilitated well, focus group discussions can lead to bias (e.g., you may only hear from the 
loudest person in the room) and are difficult to analyze.

Defining a focus group
 � A focus group is a small group of 6 to 10 people led through an open discussion by a skilled 

moderator. The group needs to be large enough to generate rich discussion but not so large that 
some participants are left out.

 � The focus group moderator nurtures sharing and dialogue in an open and spontaneous format. The 
moderator’s goal is to generate a maximum number of different ideas and opinions from as many 
different people as possible in the time allotted.

 � The ideal amount of time to set aside for a focus group is anywhere from 45 to 90 minutes. Beyond 
that, most groups are not productive, and it becomes an imposition on the participants’ time.

 � Focus groups are structured around a set of carefully predetermined questions, usually no more 
than 10, but the discussion is free flowing. Questions might come up that were not pre-prepared, 
creating an opportunity to explore important topics. Participants’ comments can stimulate and 
influence the thinking and sharing of others. Some people even find themselves changing their 
thoughts and opinions during the group.

 � Group considerations around age, gender, class, etc., are important to enable safe space for 
discussion, and minimizing domination by some participants.

 � It takes more than one focus group on any one topic to produce valid results – usually three or four. 
You will know you have conducted enough groups (with the same set of questions) when you are 
not hearing anything new anymore; that is, you have reached a point of saturation.

Designing focus group questions
The ideal number of questions for any one group is 8-12, with the fewer the better. Focus group partici-
pants will not have a chance to see the questions they are being asked. So, to make sure they understand 
and can fully respond to the questions posed, questions should be:

 � Short and to the point

 � Focused on one dimension each
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 � Unambiguously worded

 � Open-ended or sentence completion types

 � Non-threatening or embarrassing

 � Worded in a way that they cannot be answered with a simple “yes” or “no” answer (use “why” and 
“how” instead)

There are three types of focus group questions:

1. Engagement questions: introduce participants to and make them comfortable with the topic of  
discussion

2. Exploration questions: get to the core of the discussion

3. Exit questions: check to see if anything was missed in the discussion

You may need to use translators in your focus group discussion. If so, be sure to prepare the translators 
so the translated questions are not simply literally repetitive of the original question, but that they really get 
to the point you want to reach with your original questions.

Recruiting and preparing for participants
In an ideal focus group, all the participants are very comfortable with each other but not necessarily know 
each other. Homogeneity is key to maximizing disclosure among focus group participants. Consider the 
following in establishing selection criteria for individual groups:

 � Gender – Will both men and women feel comfortable discussing the topic in a mixed gender 
group?

 � Age – What is the minimum age for children participating in a focus group (e.g., able to clearly 
consent to participate and communicate)? How intimidating would it be for a young person to be 
included in a group of older adults? Or vice versa?

 � Power – Would a teacher be likely to make candid remarks in a group where his/her principal is 
also a participant?

 � Participant inclusion/exclusion criteria should be considered—will pre-determining such criteria risk 
leaving people out of the process, potentially causing unintended har.

Focus group participants can be recruited in any one of a number of ways. Some of the most  
popular include:

 � Nomination – Key individuals nominate people they think would make good participants. Nominees 
are familiar with the topic, known for their ability to respectfully share their opinions, and willing 
to volunteer about 1½ hours of their time. This could include purposefully selecting some of the 
poorest, most marginalized adolescents and adults, who may be well-placed to reach the most 
vulnerable children.

 � Random selection – If participants will come from a large but defined group (e.g., an entire high 
school) with many eager participants, names can be randomly drawn from a hat until the desired 
number of verified participants is achieved.

 � All members of the same group – Sometimes an already existing group serves as an ideal pool 
from which to invite participants (e.g., Community Network, Youth Group, etc.).

 � Same role/job title – Depending on the topic, the pool might be defined by position, title, or 
condition (e.g., community health nurses, parents of teenage boys).
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 � Tell participants that the focus group will take about 1½  to 2 hours. Give them a starting time 
that is 15 minutes prior to the actual start of the focus group to allow for filling out necessary 
paperwork, having a bite to eat, and settling into the group. Arrange for a comfortable place in 
a convenient location. Depending on your group, you may also want to consider transportation. 
Arrange for food. At a minimum, offer a beverage and light snack.

Conducting the focus group
Ideally, the focus group is conducted by a team consisting of a moderator and assistant moderator (or 
notetaker). The moderator facilitates the discussion; the assistant takes notes. The ideal focus group 
moderator has the following traits:

 � Can listen attentively with sensitivity and empathy

 � Is able to listen and think at the same time

 � Believes that all group participants have something to offer no matter what their education, 
experience, or background

 � Has adequate knowledge of the topic

 � Can keep personal views and ego out of the facilitation

 � Is someone the group can relate to but also give authority to (e.g., a male moderator is most 
appropriate for a group of all men discussing sexual harassment in the workplace)

 � Can appropriately manage challenging group dynamics

The assistant moderator must be able to do the following:

 � Take notes

 � Note/record body language or other subtle but relevant clues

 � Allow the moderator to do all the talking during the group

 � Both moderator and assistant moderator are expected to welcome participants and offer them 
food, if available. 

Do not forget to remind participants that:

 � Participation is voluntary

 � Nobody has to answer questions if they do not want to answer

 � Participants can leave the focus group discussion at any time

It may be important to collect demographic information from participants if age, gender, or other attributes 
are important for correlation with focus group findings. Design a short half-page form for the facilitator to 
document this information. Administer it before the focus group begins. The moderator uses a prepared 
script to welcome participants, reminds them of the purpose of the group, and also to set ground rules.

Consent
Before anything else, you must seek consent to participate. All focus group participants should be read 
out loud and given paper copies of a consent form, which states the purpose of the focus group, how the 
information they offer (or photographs) will be used, any potential risks and benefits, and that they agree 
to participate. Consent should be documented (either in signature form or verbally, with the assistant 
facilitator taking notes). Any participant has the right to refuse to consent and may leave the focus group 
at this point. 
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Focus Group Introduction

Welcome

Thanks for agreeing to be part of the focus group. We appreciate your willingness to 
participate.

Introductions

Moderator; Assistant moderator

Purpose of Focus Groups

We have been asked by _________________ to conduct the focus groups.
The reason we are having these focus groups is to find out _______________.
We need your input and want you to share your honest and open thoughts with us.

Ground Rules

1. We want you to do the talking.

a. We would like everyone to participate.

b. I may call on you if I haven’t heard from you in a while.

c. If you do not wish to answer, that is perfectly fine; just say “I do not wish to speak 
now.”

2. There are no right or wrong answers.

a. Every person’s experiences and opinions are important.

b. Speak up whether you agree or disagree.

c. We want to hear a wide range of opinions.

3. What is said in this room stays here. 

We want folks to feel comfortable sharing when sensitive issues come up. This means 
that we all need to agree not to share what we talk about here with those who are not in 
the room with us now.

4. We will be taking notes.

a. We want to capture everything you have to say.

b. We don’t identify anyone by name in our report. You will remain anonymous.

c. Do we have your permission to take notes?
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 � Before asking the first focus group question, an icebreaker can be inserted to increase comfort and 
level the playing field.

 � The focus group facilitator has a responsibility to adequately cover all prepared questions within 
the time allotted. S/he also has a responsibility to get all participants to talk and fully explain their 
answers. Some helpful probes include:

 ° “Can you talk about that more?”

 ° “Help me understand what you mean.”

 ° “Can you give an example?”

 � It is good facilitator practice to paraphrase and summarize long, complex, or ambiguous 
comments. It demonstrates active listening and clarifies the comment for everyone in the group.

 � Because the facilitator holds a position of authority and perceived influence, s/he must remain 
neutral, agreeing/disagreeing, or praising/denigrating any comment made. It is good practice to 
explain in advance, for example, that a nod means a participant has been heard, and does not 
indicate agreement.

A moderator must tactfully deal with challenging participants.

 � Here are some appropriate strategies:

 ° The dominator: “It is important that each person have a voice in this discussion, so let’s hear 
from someone who has not spoken yet..”

 ° The participant who is overly talkative: Stop eye contact; look at your watch; jump in at their 
inhale.

 ° The shy participant: Make eye contact; call on them; smile at them.

 ° The participant who talks very quietly: Ask them to repeat their response more loudly.

 � When the focus group is complete, the moderator thanks all participants.

 � Immediately after all participants leave, the moderator and assistant moderator debrief all the notes 
with the date, time (if more than one group per day), and the name of the group.

One useful type of focus group discussion is Participatory Listing and Ranking, which asks participants to 
prioritize important aspects of CP in their context. In an assessment this helps the CP actor to understand 
the community’s most important concerns, needs, resources, etc. It is also an important tool in developing 
community Action Plans. See Guidance Note 6 for details.

Community Mapping: Documentation Template
Community mapping is an illustration of key features in the community from the perspective of its mem-
bers. This can be used to highlight areas in the community where children and adolescents feel protected 
or at risk, and to identify social groups that may be marginalized or in other ways most vulnerable. It is also 
important to identify strengths and resources that can be built on in contextually and sustainable ways.
Mapping can be done by men and women, youth, and children, often producing differing perspectives 
that can enrich your analysis – especially when mappings by one group are shared with another!

Mapping is a highly participatory activity that is done in small groups that jointly develop their community 
map. Maps can be drawn on large sheets of paper with markers, as well as on the ground using local 
materials (e.g., sticks, stones, other objects to represent structures). 
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This method also should be used as one of several methods to compare and validate findings.

Objectives of the Session: At the end of the session, participants should be able to:

 � Share their experiences during the conflict.

 � Identify areas where they feel safe and unsafe in their communities.

Time Requirement: 1 hour

Materials Needed: Blue, red, and green (or other three colors) markers/crayons, flipchart paper, and 
masking tape. 

Process and Discussion: 

1. Ask participants to break into two groups (if less than five participants, do not break into groups). 
Give each group a flipchart paper and ask them to draw a map of the community using a Black 
marker. Encourage them to think of places where they spend a lot of time, where they go each day, 
where their friends and family go, what are the important buildings, markets, etc.?

2. Once they have drawn the map, prompt them to do the following on the map:

a. Using a Blue marker, circle areas where they spend most of their time.

 9 Prompt Questions: Ask them about their daily activities, where do they go during the day? 
Where do they fetch water? Where do they go during the evening/night? Where do they 
fetch firewood? What about recreation/entertainment, Mosque/Church, boreholes, market, 
farmland, etc.?

b. Using a Red marker, put an X in areas where they do not feel safe.

 9 Prompt Questions: Ask them about areas where violence usually occurs, such as beatings, 
sexual assault, bullying, theft, etc. Which areas are frequently attacked by armed groups, 
gangs, etc.? Which areas are usually not accessible due to security reasons?

c. Using a Green marker, circle areas where you feel safe.

 9 Prompt Questions: Ask them about areas where they go without any fear of attack. Which 
areas do you go for help? Where do you feel happy, healthy, or enjoy time with friends and 
family? 

Closing: Thank everyone for their time and support and explain the next steps in the process.

Plan International (2020).



45

Observation: Documentation Template 
Introduction

Observation is the process of being physically present in the community and documenting the daily activ-
ities of community members as they relate to children. More than visual observation, it also involves what 
you hear when children are engaged in interactions with people in their daily life, such as parents, peers, 
teachers, community leaders, etc. Participant observation is ethical since it does not position the observer 
so far apart from local people and does not objectify them. It is good practice in the initial learning phase 
of you community engagement.

Observation can also be prone to bias, and it can affect the behavior of some individuals if you are not 
familiar with the community. Observation is therefore most effectively done when spending a long time in 
the community so that people get used to your presence. If possible, it is beneficial to stay in the com-
munity outside of “office hours” to understand what happens at different points in time. This methodology 
should be used alongside other methods to verify that your observations are accurate. Observation can 
take different forms, such as:

 � Physical mapping: This is the observation of the physical structures and spaces in the community 
and how different people interact with them. For example, where boys and girls of different ages 
are present or not present and where children interact with adults. You will take notes about 
spaces that seem particularly relevant to CP issues – spaces that protect children and those who 
pose risks. 

 � Transect walks: These walks can begin as a predetermined route to walk through the physical 
layout of a community. It will orient you to the physical and social spaces, and help you identify 
places where you would like to spend more time observing. This type of mapping can be very 
useful to do with children. Transect walks can also illustrate social interactions in public spaces. 
How do boys and girls of different ages interact with each other and with men and women? What 
do you observe about gender and power dynamics, inclusivity or marginalization, and other social 
considerations? Stopping and talking with different people, including those from poorer families, is 
also encouraged, as this process helps to build relationships with community members.

During the observation you will jot notes in a notebook and type them up as soon as possible after the 
activity. You can use this template to organize the information afterwards and compare it to findings of 
other methods.
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SAMPLE TEMPLATE

Location:

Team Members:

Date:

Start and End Time of Activity:

Method(s) of Observation (e.g., transect 
walk, spending time in one location):

Location Who Was there? What were they doing?

Market Women and men traders, 
older boys, adolescent boys

Selling goods and food, 
talking with each other,  
selling shopping bags, 
cleaning food stalls,  
carrying goods to vehicles

Other General Observations

Men and women did not interact very much.

In planning your observation activities, you would have considered some of the priority information 
you wanted to collect; for example, what are the common activities of adolescent boys and girls 
during a certain part of the day? What roles do young boys and girls play in public spaces? You may 
have put these in the form of key questions you wanted them to answer, or a listing of information. 
Once you have done this, What have you learned from your observations related to your research?

Information Sought / Key Questions Data

1.

2.

3.

4.



47

In-depth Interview: Documentation Template 
Introduction

These are one-on-one conversations with a semi-structured format to gain first-hand feelings, perspec-
tives, and experiences relating to the key questions you want answered. It is important to use open-ended 
questions that allow the person being interviewed to describe their responses without a simple “yes” or 
“no.” This method requires active listening skills, and the ability to ask follow-up probing questions to 
enrich the information that is gathered. There should be a notetaker for detailed written notes, and an 
audio recording with permission, if possible.

The selection of community members to interview may come after you have conducted an observation 
and group activities to build some recognition and trust in the community. They may be individuals you ob-
served or identified as playing an important role for children in the community. They may also recommend 
others with relevant experience for you to interview. Below is a sample from the Key Informant Interview 
Template by Plan International used in an investigation about child early and forced marriage (CEFM). You 
can adapt tools to your specific questions and document your interviews.

Location:

Team Members:

Date:

Start and End Time of Activity:

Participant Description:

Introduction

Thank you so much for taking the time to meet with me. My name is ________, and I am working with the 
[agency]. We are interested in learning more about the needs and priorities of adolescent girls in [country/
community]. We would also like to understand parents’ and caregivers’ attitudes toward the provision of 
adolescent [Sexual and Reproductive Health/ Gender-Based Violence (GBV)/education] and child mar-
riage. Given your role in providing information and services to adolescents, we wanted to take this time to 
speak with you to learn more about the situation of adolescent girls and how your work addresses their 
needs. This should take about 1 hour. Do you have any questions before we begin?

Ensure that informed consent has been given before beginning the interview.

General

First, I’d like to ask you some general questions about your experience working in this setting:

1. Could you tell me a bit about your role working with adolescents in this community? How long have 
you had this role?

2. In your view, what are the most pressing issues facing adolescent girls in this setting? Can you tell 
me more about the differences in issues faced by those 10-14 years of age and those 15-19 years 
of age? What about adolescent girls living with a disability?

3. What support for adolescent girls is currently being provided by community members and external 
child protection agencies
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4. What supports are most important for adolescent girls to access in this setting?

a. Information needs?

b. Service needs?

c. Program needs?

5. What are the key challenges experienced by CEFM programs (or other adolescent programming) in 
trying to reach adolescent girls?

a. What challenges might adolescent girls have in receiving information and services?

b. Are there any challenges regarding attitudes of service providers? Or program staff?

c. How have these challenges been addressed?

Continue questions, making specific mention to questions that should only be asked to certain informants, 
such as health workers vs. teachers vs. police, etc. 

Closing

For all interviewees:

1. What information would be helpful to know about adolescent girls to provide services that meet 
their needs?

2. How could you foresee using research on the drivers of CEFM and protective assets/capacities of 
adolescent girls to inform services or programs?

a. Are there other agencies (e.g., advocacy, programming, or research) that might be particularly 
interested in this research?

b. What knowledge is currently needed for this research that would shape programs for this 
group?

3. Is there anything more you would like to add?

Thank you so much for taking the time to answer these questions. We very much appreciate your time, as 
your input will help to shape this research effort going forward. Do you have any final questions?

Suggestions for questions to guide your In-depth Interview, by identifying the most important information 
you want to collect, can be found in Guidance Note 3 and Guidance Note 5. They are not necessarily 
intended to be used in a rigid, survey-style questionnaire. The notetaker will write detailed notes and (with 
consent) audio record the interview. As soon as possible after the interview, type up the verbatim notes in 
their entirety, according to the question (if they followed the questions). 

You will return to your key questions and see what information you gained related to them. This can be 
put in a simple table, as seen below, or on a spreadsheet.
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Question Responses

1. 1

2. 4

3. 3.

4. 4.

Additional comments:

Observations:

Comments about the process for shared learning:

Documentation and reporting

These approaches provide a lot of information that will need to be analyzed, so it is important to have a 
plan for notetaking during activities, documentation, and storage. This will depend on the extent of the 
context analysis you plan to conduct and the resources available (including staff).

It is important that detailed documentation be done as soon as possible after sessions to ensure 
accuracy. Reporting must be timely, as the relevance of the information collected may change over time.

Recording

It is highly recommended to have a dedicated notetaker, in addition to a facilitator, for each activity. The 
use of audio/video recordings can help with accuracy, though it may not be acceptable in some commu-
nity contexts. It is also important to record non-verbal communication, which requires attentiveness and 
astute observation.

Documentation

It can be a challenge to manage large amounts of written information, and you will have to plan for that, 
based on your available resources. Methods of organizing “themes” that arise from all of your information 
can range from using note cards of differing colors, to spreadsheets and qualitative data software. Deter-
mine what will be most effective based on your technical and material resources. If you have a Monitoring 
and Evaluation (M&E) unit in your agency, seek their technical guidance.

Storage

Confidentiality is one of the key principles in CP work, and community members who share their expe-
riences and perspectives with you must be assured that theirs will be respected. Make an information 
storage plan for all documentation—written, audio/video recorded, photos, and electronic documents. 
This could include locked storage spaces with limited access and password-protected electronic docu-
ments. Include steps for long-term storage or destruction of materials. These plans should be shared with 
the community.

Dissemination 

The collected information should be disseminated back to members in the community in an appropriate 
way. This can be discussed with community members during the data collection. 
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GUIDANCE NOTE 2: 
Facilitating Discussions on Children’s  
Risks and Protection

The key to successful community engagement is facilitation. How we engage with children, youth, par-
ents, community leaders, and others is as important as our technical expertise in CP. It is important to 
approach communities not as “experts,” but as facilitators of shared efforts to protect their children, and 
open to learning from communities being experts in their own lives. Effective facilitators are:

 � Learners: humble, open to new ideas, flexible to new ways of doing things, willing to build on 
existing knowledge with new information, do not judge the community they are working with, etc.

 � Listeners: attentive, engaged, curious, patient, emphasizing dialogue and not lectures

 � Negotiators: open to tension, understand and manage power dynamics, willing to see different 
sides of issues, gently persuasive, comfortable not controlling the discussion, and committed 
to positive outcomes for all participants with a specific focus on age, gender, and inclusion 
dimensions

 � Observers: sensitive to non-verbal cues/body language, interpersonal dynamics with a specific 
focus on age, gender, and inclusion dimensions

Not all these attitudes and dispositions, or “soft skills,” can be taught, but they can be cultivated through 
reflection, practice, and institutionalizing them in organizational culture.19 

How can I be a facilitator of community dialogue and action?
Genuine collaboration is built on respect and trusting relationships. There are values, attitudes, and be-
haviors that can promote facilitative, collaborative approaches. Consider some behavioral competencies 
that can foster effective community engagement:

 � Acting as a catalyst or facilitator to enable shared discussion, decision making, and consensual 
actions; not as an “expert”

 � Listening to community members in a deep and engaged manner to understand their concerns, 
hopes, and fears; helping to guide discussions toward group problem-solving without injecting 
personal or organizational bias, but providing options 

 � Working to build trust among community members and with humanitarian actors through patience 
and time spent together; relationship-building is a long-term investment

 � Appreciating community members’ local understandings of risks to children, the resources they 
have at hand, and the supports they require

 � Being able to understand within the local culture the power dynamics related to gender and age, to 
create opportunities to change harmful social norms, and to make space for marginalized voices

 � Adaptable to different styles of participant engagement

 � Having the skills to mobilize communities, energize individuals, and create teamwork around shared 
goals

 � Being flexible and adaptable to new ideas and ways of working
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There are several skills that you need to be effective facilitators that are discussed below.

Communication

 
Our verbal and non-verbal communication can either reinforce or undermine the way you 
(humanitarian actors) communicate, so it is important to become aware of all the elements 
involved in the communication process. Your communication skills also help you to convey 
many of the principles and values on which CP work is based and help in creating trust and 
showing respect to the individuals and communities with whom they work.20

Communication is one of the most important elements of facilitative approaches. It seems like something 
you do naturally, but it is influenced by many factors in your environment, such as culture and social norms, 
as well as other factors, such as age, gender, power dynamics, etc. Styles of communication can vary 
greatly across cultures, and not being sensitive to differences can lead to difficulties in your CCP work. 

Communication involves more than just language. Verbal communication also involves tone and volume, 
for example. Much of your communication is non-verbal (or body language), which can be subtle and 
difficult to perceive. Non-verbal communication is also influenced by culture and social norms, such as:

 � Not looking someone in the eyes while talking: In some cultures, this is interpreted as someone is 
too shy and lacks confidence. In other cultures, this can be a sign of respect and deference.

 � Standing very close while talking: In some cultures, this can be a sign of openness and trust. 
In others, it can be perceived as being overly assertive and rude.

As external actors, it is your responsibility to learn about the cultural and social influences on communica-
tion styles and develop an understanding of what might present challenges in your work. For this reason, 
engaging members of the community to be facilitators will help to promote more effective communication.

Communication skills

It was stated at the beginning of this Guidance Note that good facilitators are Learners. When facilitators 
engage with community members, they learn through keen observation and listening. Listening allows 
you to gain a deeper understanding of the community CP risks, protective capacities, and resources. 
Importantly, it also gives community collaborators an opportunity to reflect on their situation, voice their 
concerns and their knowledge, and problem-solve, among other things. This process is empowering and 
builds mutual respect and trust.
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In multiple discussions with men and women displaced by the Marawi siege, Philippines Pilot Coun-
try team members listened to participants share what supports have been particularly meaningful in 
the humanitarian response. Most conversations turned to what needs still remained and requests 
for specific assistance. As the discussions wrapped up, the team explained what they could and 
could not follow up on. In response, every group shared that it was just valuable that the team took 
time to be there and listen. With emotion, some participants said that they had not felt heard before, 
and it was reassuring.

Matunggao Baquit Village, Balo-I, Lanao del Norte (2018, December); Marawi City (2019, August 
and October) Sarimanok Site 1, Boganga Transitory Camp, Barangay Malimono

Active listening 

Active listening is an engaged form of listening and is critical in CCP. It is patient, curious, probing, and 
encouraging. There are techniques that can be practiced, but it really requires the “soft skills” discussed 
in the Key Considerations and Guidance Note 11 — empathy, respect, and humility.

Below is a summary of the key characteristics of active listening:21 

Asking open questions Questions that cannot be answered with just a yes, no, or one-
word answer. For example, “What are your main concerns for 
your child’s well-being?”

Avoiding closed questions Questions that can be answered with a one-word answer should 
be avoided, although they can be useful to clarify situations. For 
example, “Did you eat today?”

Reflecting back Showing that what was said was heard by repeating what was 
said. For example, “I am so busy I never have time.” Respond: 
“So there is never any time?”

Summarizing Briefly summing up what was said. This is an especially useful 
technique for showing people they were heard and for clarifying 
that what was said was understood, particularly when a long 
story or answer was given.

Clarifying questions Questions that help people clarify what they think or feel and 
to check the understanding. For example, “So were you angry 
because of X or Y?”

Considering “why” questions Questions that start with “why” get at important information; 
however, in some contexts they may seem to show judgment 
or blame and could make people defensive. They can also be 
complex for young children. “Why” questions may be useful to 
probe responses, such as “Why do you think this happened?”
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Managing conflict

 
Effective facilitators do not hide from or downplay conflict. In fact, they learn to view 
conflict as a potentially constructive force that can stir creative thinking and enable a full 
exploration of the strengths and weaknesses of different views.22

People can have very strong views about risks and protection of children; when these are divergent, group 
processes can experience tension or conflict. Power dynamics can also affect group settings, potentially 
stifling participation by those who feel they hold less power than others in the group due to age, gender, 
socio-economic, or civil status, for example. 

Learning about existing community structures, social and cultural norms, and power, gender, and age 
dynamics is important in helping you to prepare for potential conflicts that may arise in your community 
engagement. There are some basic steps that can be taken to prevent and mitigate the impacts of conflict 
and power dynamics, such as:

 � Begin group discussions by clarifying that the conversation should be a dialogue that you respect 
and value participants’ different views. Hearing different views is important for you to develop a 
deeper understanding of the context.

 � Structure the discussion enough so that it can be guided to the information you want, and not 
taken in many directions. This requires thinking through your key questions, determining how to 
organize them, and anticipating differing responses. Consider how to sensitively foster a sense of 
inclusiveness if tensions do arise.

 � Be very attentive to who is speaking and who is not. Based on what you have learned about the 
cultural aspects of communication, work to be as inclusive as you can of those who do want to 
participate but are not; you may see this in their body language. 

 � Do not force people to speak, as this could cause embarrassment and hurt.

 � As you get to know the community, you may find natural leaders who can advise you on group 
dynamics and co-facilitate, if that seems appropriate.

After every group dialogue, reflect on the process, what challenges arose, what did you handle well, 
and how could it be improved. You will begin to learn more about the cultural and social considerations, 
including the power and gender dynamics. Apply this learning to each future group process, and you will 
gain confidence in managing conflict.
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GUIDANCE NOTE 3: 
Mapping the Context: How Do We Understand  
Existing Protection Capacities and Risks in the 
Community?

Introduction
CCP approaches can only be effective and sustainable if they are grounded in, and built on, the existing 
capacities and resources in the community. It is also important to understand how those have been im-
pacted by the humanitarian situation. Time, patience, and trust-building are required for humanitarian CP 
actors to gain a rich understanding of the environment.

These processes do not replace rapid needs assessments but should build on them. They emphasize 
highly participatory methods described below. They should be carried out by CP actors who can spend 
quality time in communities, or preferably, come from the community.

When does this happen?
Context analysis should be an ongoing process in CCP. We often speak of “mapping exercises,” which 
are usually well-designed activities that require some additional resources. These are an excellent starting 
point but should not be the end of learning and documentation to inform program design. Communities in 
humanitarian contexts are often in flux, and their resources, capacities, and needs change rapidly.

Mapping and context analysis are important at different stages in humanitarian work, for example:

 � In early warning settings as a basis for community-driven preparedness planning

 � Entry into a new context of protracted crisis to develop programming that is highly community 
driven from the outset, with a focus on sustainable efforts in recovery stages, and/or factoring in 
preparedness for possible future emergencies

 � Transitioning from programming that is no longer able to be externally driven; for example, 
with significant changes in funding (it must be noted, this is challenging, and the humanitarian 
community still has a lot to learn about how to do this effectively)

 � Consideration should be made about how to build in the foundation for longer term, participatory 
engagement with communities from the beginning.

Some considerations for conducting a deep context analysis in  
humanitarian contexts
The attitudes and capacities to undertake these learning and planning activities are not so different be-
tween development and humanitarian contexts. Below are some considerations to highlight in humanitar-
ian contexts.

 � The often rapid and continuously evolving protection environment in humanitarian settings requires 
you to understand risks and protective capacities that may have existed prior to the emergency, if/
how the emergency has affected it, and how those impacts vary over time. 
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 � “Communities” you engage with in humanitarian contexts may be much more diverse, less 
cohesive with displacement, and affected by other influences. You cannot assume there is “a” 
community to mobilize and that issues of inter-communal conflict may be greater. This requires you 
to have specialized skills in conflict analysis and sensitive programming, for example.

 � Communities may be facing new CP concerns for which they previously did not have protective 
mechanisms and capacities.

 � Mobilization of community members may be difficult due to lack of access or insecurity. Strategies 
need to be developed to address those concerns.

 � As in development contexts, each member of a “community” belongs to a number of communities 
simultaneously; for example, religious or ethnic groups, clans, digital communities. These 
affiliations may be suddenly altered in an emergency, through displacement or lack of access to 
communication, further altering the protective environment that had existed.

Where to start?
To begin any sort of mapping exercise, it is important to establish what information already exists. If your 
programming has been informed by context analyses or child rights/protection situational analyses, they 
are your starting point to assess the changing situation. Other information to inform your updated analysis 
may include multi-sector rapid assessments, CP rapid assessments, situational reports, etc. 

An important resource for information is coordination mechanisms, such as the Child Protection Area 
of Responsibility, under the Protection Cluster. They will have access to secondary data and context 
analysis, as well as relevant information from other sectors/clusters. Importantly, they coordinate all the 
CP agencies to streamline assessment processes, which reduces the burden on communities when 
numerous agencies seek the same information. 

Taking a longer approach, you will build on the situation analysis and focus on specific CP risks, to a 
broader and deeper understanding of how those risks are understood by different members of the com-
munity, how they are being addressed, and work toward problem-solving as to how the community can 
drive action to address them.

This process begins by clarifying what it is you want to learn and understand, how you can undertake 
that learning, and who should be engaged. Here, you will focus on the broader questions of existing risks 
and protection capacities in the community. Subsequent guidance notes will address other elements of 
context analysis to be included in mapping exercises.

What do we want to learn?

 
All CP systems are determined by traditions, customs, norms, and economic, political, his-
torical, geographical, and natural settings. Thus, context is of utmost importance. Signifi-
cant events such as natural disasters, economic downturn, change in government, social 
movements, health crises, conflict, and complex emergencies may all heighten CP needs, 
weaken the capacity for response, and alter how systems operate.23 
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Developing key questions on what you want to explore is important in structuring your mapping and anal-
ysis. Some illustrative questions are presented below to help you begin to think about what is important 
to understand in your context. This is not an exhaustive list.24

Please note, these questions are not intended to be used in the form of a questionnaire. They outline the 
kinds of information you want to understand the context more thoroughly.

As you explore these questions, you need to try to understand the community context prior to the emer-
gency, the current context, and how they differ. Along with the community, you can then analyze the 
existing capacities/resources and gaps that might appropriately be supported by external actors to build 
back to previous capacities that promoted protection. You can also identify possibilities for social norm 
change around previous practices that may have contributed to CP risk. This analysis will be the basis for 
then developing contextualized and community-driven actions.
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CONTEXT ANALYSIS
Core Questions Template

Developing core questions on what you want to explore is important in structuring your mapping and anal-
ysis. Some illustrative questions are presented below to help you begin to think about what is important 
to understand in your context. This is not an exhaustive list. 
 
These are not intended to be used as questionnaires or surveys, but to prioritize the kinds of informa-
tion you want to gather to design your interventions. All information should be disaggregated by gender 
and age groups (e.g., 5 years and under; 6-11 years; 12-17 years).

Sample Core Guiding Questions to  
Understand Community Protection Capacities

Pre- 
emergency

Current 
Context

Gaps 
Identified

Community Capacities and Resources

What are the traditional structures, groups, systems, 
or processes that are seen to play a role in child 
protection?

How do they function (e.g., independently, interrelatedly, 
with external support)?

How are they understood/perceived by different groups 
in the community (i.e., are they representative of most 
members of the community)?

Are there individuals outside of this that play a protective 
role as natural helpers? If so, who are they?

What actions do they undertake to prevent and respond 
to child protection risks?

Are there nontraditional structures that play a role in 
child protection (e.g., Child Protection Committees or 
Networks, children’s groups, Child-Friendly Spaces, etc., 
established by external actors?

What are the roles that children, youth, men, and women 
play in them (e.g., design, functioning, resourcing, 
monitoring, evaluating)?

What protection activities do they prioritize? Why?
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How are they perceived by different members of the 
community?

Do they engage with the traditional structures, groups, 
systems, or processes? If so, in what ways?

What actions do they undertake to prevent and respond 
to child protection risks?

What are the power structures and dynamics within 
the community, and do these influence child risk and 
protection? If so, in what ways?

What are the gender dynamics within the community, 
and do these influence child risk and protection? If so, in 
what ways?

How is the role of the family understood in relation to risk 
and protection?

What are the primary roles caregivers and other family 
members (e.g., siblings, extended family) play in child 
protection?

What supports do families have from the informal/
traditional protection structures, groups, systems, or 
processes in the community?

Are these perceived to be supportive? If not, why?

What actions do they undertake to prevent and respond 
to child protection risks?

What are the outcomes of these actions taken by 
families (positive and negative)?

How do children participate in community life, or not?

Are their perspectives on their own risk and protection 
taken into account in the family? In the community?

Do they have space(s) in which to meet, share their 
opinions, and take actions on their behalf? If so, 
describe. If not, why?

How is information, generally and specifically, related to 
child protection, disseminated in the community (e.g., 
what are the primary forms of communication)?
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Child Protection Risks Identified by the Community

What are the protection risks children in the community 
face?

By developmental stage (as understood by the 
community)?

By gender (as understood by the community)?

By disability?

Other factors that influence risk (e.g., ethnicity, religion, 
economic status)

Are there norms or practices (e.g., social, cultural, 
religious, and political) in communities, homes, families, 
and schools that put them at risk for abuse, violence, or 
neglect?

If so, what are community perceptions and 
understanding of these (e.g., are they seen as risk or 
understood as protective)?

Is there support or resistance to address them as risk?

Who/what influences community perceptions of these 
norms and practices?

What is the relationship between educational access/
status and protection in the community? If there is, what 
influences this?

Are there physical spaces in the community that present 
protection risks? If so, where are they and why?

Formal Child Protection Services and Access

Are there services in the community to protect and 
provide support to children who are at risk or have 
experienced abuse, neglect, or exploitation?

What are they and what do they provide for children and 
families (e.g., prevention, response, follow-up services)?

Are there active service providers?

What are family and community perceptions of those 
services?
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Is there available information on how to access them 
(e.g., directories, public information campaigns)?

Are they being used? Why?

Do children and young people affected by abuse, 
exploitation, or neglect know whom to contact for help?

Do they feel safe and confident doing that?

Do they have assistance to facilitate that?

Does access to existing child protection services differ 
between community members? If so, how? Why?

Are there services to meet the particular needs of 
adolescent girls and boys?

Do formal service providers, such as teachers, health 
workers, police, social workers, or counselors, have 
the capacity to identify, report, and respond to cases of 
abuse, violence, and exploitation? If not, why?

Are there linkages between the traditional informal and 
formal structures, groups, systems, and processes?

If so, describe them.

If not, why?

What methods might be appropriate?
As recommended in Guidance Note 1 regarding methods and approaches, using multiple methods will 
help you to build a greater understanding of community capacities, resources, and CP risks. Factors in 
each context will shape your decisions, but following are some considerations:

 � A document review can be used to map formal protection structures and systems, including the 
legal and normative framework on which they are based.

 � Observation can highlight risks in the physical environment, power and gender dynamics present in 
daily interactions, and customary roles of different groups of people.

 � Group discussions generally bring information about capacities and risks, though they may not 
address particularly sensitive topics and concerns.

 � In-depth interviews can create space for discussion of more sensitive subjects than group 
discussions. Ethical considerations must be strictly observed.
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CASE STUDY:
Understanding Existing Community- 
level Organizations

Background: In April 2019, Plan International conducted a 
child protection, gender-based violence, and menstrual hygiene 
management assessment in areas of Mozambique affected by 
Cyclone Idai and the subsequent floods. In addition to assessing 
risks and needs of affected boys and girls and their families, Plan 
International wanted to understand existing protection capacities. 
In the assessment tools, the technical leads of the assessment 
added a set of very basic questions to Key Informant Interview 
questionnaires. Questions asked included:

 � Do you have a list of active community organizations/
groups/structures in this site?

 � Do you have a list of active women-led organizations/
groups/structures in this site?

 � If so:

 ° Where do they work? 

 ° What do they do (what is their expertise)?

 ° Are they still active (post-emergency)? If not,what is 
needed to become active?

 ° Who is their main contact?

Where possible, the assessment team visited locations where 
community actions were taking place or had taken place prior 
to the crisis. 

In one location, a Key Informant told the assessment team about 
a group of female activists (AJULSID) who walk around at night 
sharing information with known sex workers about safe sex and 
distributing condoms. This had been badly affected by the emer-
gency as it was no longer safe for people to move around at 
night, and they did not have access to contraceptives. 

In another location the team learned of an initiative at the local 
health clinic called Hospital Amigo de Creanza and a sister initia-
tive, Service of Adults and Child Friendship (SAAJ), a specific 
area of the hospital with supportive youth workers who offer a 
safe and confidential space for young people to go to access 
health information and where they can be referred to specialized 
mental health support if needed. This had been severely affect-
ed by the crisis, the space was completely destroyed, and the 
psychologist was displaced from the area. 

Location:

Mozambique

Date:

2019

Citation:

Shaphren, A. (2019). 
Understanding existing 
community-level organizations. 
Plan International.
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This type of information at the beginning of the project cycle 
created an opportunity to design interventions and proposals 
that would build back existing community actions, rather than 
developing parallel structures that did not meet the needs 
of children and community members. In addition, this type of 
questioning during the first encounters with community members 
created a positive connection between affected people, and Plan 
International, as Key Informants, were proud to share pre-exist-
ing strategies to protecting children and to engage in a mean-
ingful discussion about what would be needed to get back to 
pre-emergency (or better) conditions.

“It was amazing to learn 
of all the community-level 
activists, responding 
already to the issues their 
community faced – all they 
needed was a little support 
to get back on their feet.” 
 
– Assessment Team Leader
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Analyzing your findings
Using multiple methods will provide you with a lot of information that you will use to better understand risk, 
protection, structures, capacities, and resources in the community. Some information may be conflicting, 
representing different perspectives and experiences of informants. It is important to understand why these 
differences exist to verify accuracy and better understand community dynamics.

When you return to your questions, you will look for themes emerging that can guide you in the next steps 
to engaging with the community. Broadly speaking, you can begin to explore:

 � Who in the community should be involved in CP efforts (e.g., natural helpers, traditional leaders, 
authorities, opinion leaders)?

 � What structures, services, and capacities are already functional that can be supported and not 
undermined by the establishment of new programming?

 � If the emergency has altered pre-existing capacities and resources, how can you meaningfully 
support their strengthening?

 ° What are the concerns about children’s risk and protection, and why are these issues?

Who should be involved?
Mapping is key to a context analysis and should involve, as representative, a sample of the community. 
Understanding the formal CP system means understanding the community perceptions of it as much as 
how it functions. Children, youth, and adults will likely have different experiences and perspectives that 
they bring to the questions you are asking, and it is important to understand why there are those differ-
ences. Men and women will bring differing perspectives. People who are excluded from decision-making 
roles, which may include ethnic or religious minorities, people with disabilities, and economically margin-
alized people, have important insights that must be sought.

As you plan the process of information collection, build in a strategy for ensuring adequate representation 
in your work. Revisit the plan regularly to update or adapt it as needed.

It is important here to highlight the ethics of community participatory action discussed in Guidance Note  
1. Everyone you engage in the process of developing a deep context analysis is giving you something 
valuable—their time, knowledge, wisdom, experience, etc. Sometimes this comes at some potential risk 
to them, be it disclosing vulnerability or trauma, or the act of simply speaking with an outsider. Planning 
must factor this in. At a minimum, commit to feeding back your findings to the community for validation 
and to hear their viewpoints.

How can you ensure your programming supports these processes?
Mapping and analysis activities can be time consuming and resource intensive, depending on the level in 
which they are undertaken. Build them into program design as an ongoing activity and ensure a budget 
for staff time, transport, and other needed resources. They should also be part of your M&E framework. 
To make this budgeting possible, advocate the importance of these activities with donors.

It is best to undertake these mapping exercises in coordination with other agencies so communities are 
not responding to the same questions multiple times. This can be distressing for participants and cause 
“assessment fatigue.” It is also important that you share your findings within the CP coordination group to 
inform the overall planning for CP preparedness or response.
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While the methods and tools used are simple to learn, to be used effectively they require a complex set of 
“soft skills,” such as patience, humility, and active listening. Prioritize staff recruitment and development 
to focus on these relevant skills. For more discussion on the programmatic elements, please refer to  
Guidance Note 11.
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CASE STUDY:
Seeking the Strengths: Faith-based Child  
Protection Networks in Afghanistan

Background: Afghanistan is recognized as one of the most frag-
ile states globally. Government investment in family welfare and 
social protection is minimal. There are significant gender dispar-
ities in decision making from household through to government 
levels, as well as low levels of education and literacy. According 
to the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund 
(UNICEF) State of the World’s Children, over 70% of households 
believe it is appropriate to beat women, and 75% use violent 
discipline on children. Approximately 35% of girls are married 
before the age of 18, and 9% are married by 15. 

Programmatic response: World Vision Afghanistan worked 
with respected local authorities (i.e., religious and community 
leaders, teachers, and district-level civil society organizations) 
to map responsibilities and needs of local child protection (CP) 
actors using a standard tool, CP-ADAPT. The data revealed 
communities consistently recognized faith leaders as the most 
stable and influential authorities in community life. Based on this, 
partnership with faith leaders became the basis of attitudinal 
change efforts. 

Two core community engagement methodologies, “Community 
Change” and “Celebrating Families,” use community dialogue 
facilitated by religious leaders to enable their congregations to 
explore the underlying beliefs, sociocultural norms, and traditional 
practices that either challenge or support local progress toward 
improving children’s well-being. This empowers community 
members to develop their own plans and personal commitment 
toward social change. 

Results for systems and children: Once the value of commu-
nity dialogue was recognized to reduce violence and family 
disputes, demand grew to repeat the program’s outside original 
target areas using other authoritative voices, such as local coun-
cils or shuras, and teachers. Engaging mullahs and imams to 
facilitate community discussions on the root causes of anger and 
violence in the home proved to be successful. Mullahs reported 
the focus of their interaction with children and the family unit 
changed significantly as a result of the interventions, as did their 
own ideas about power, authority, and gender within family and 
community.

Location:

Afghanistan

Date:

2019

Citation:

Adapted from World Vision. 
(2019). Seeking the strengths: 
Faith-based child protection 
networks in Afghanistan.
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Once communities learned of the reduction in violence against 
children in the home, they were more willing to act on CP issues. 
End-line evaluation of one Celebrating Families project showed 
a remarkable reduction in children’s self-reported family violence, 
from 96% to 14%. While children in the local community still 
reported nearly the same levels of exposure to violence, the 
frequency had decreased. 

Conclusions and challenges: Over the last decade World 
Vision has worked to promote safe and nurturing family envi-
ronments through faith-based outreach from different actors. 
The initiatives have connected well with the district-level formal 
authority for CP, the Child Protection Action Network. While 
network members are encouraged, they continue to face capac-
ity and budget allocation challenges, which reflects not only 
the fragility of the context, but also the low priority afforded to 
family welfare within limited State resources. Communities often 
lacked the funds to continue with their CP strengthening action 
plans. Community-based protection now needs local advocacy 
and accountability to reduce reliance on international funds, an 
approach that World Vision Afghanistan has recently introduced 
to strengthen the sustainability and success of CP networks.

World Vision has showed 
me that I can use my 
influence to advocate 
for children. I replicate 
the knowledge from their 
classes in my village. I 
want to make sure all 
children are able to get 
an education and that no 
child will be married off. I 
am a father of six myself. 

– Mullah and facilitator of 
Community Change, Herat
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GUIDANCE NOTE 4: 
How to Identify Risks Associated  
with External Support

Introduction
In humanitarian action it is critical that you ensure that your work does not have negative consequences 
on the communities with which you are consulting. The presence of humanitarian actors has the potential 
to fuel tensions, negatively affect power dynamics, and contribute to other unintended results that may 
cause harm. In addition to the potential risks to a community, external actors bring perspectives, view-
points, and behaviors that may have implications on their work, as well as how they are perceived and 
engage with communities. 

Taking time to reflect on the potential risks associated with an external actor’s presence in a community 
can ensure you “Do No Harm.”

When does this happen?
You should begin thinking through these concepts as soon as possible at both an internal level (within your 
agency) and with key stakeholders in the community. This will be a priority during the preparedness phase 
of action, though it is important at all stages. It is a best practice to consider the changing environment 
and to revisit the impact of your (and other external actors’) presence. 

Conflict-sensitive approaches 

 
A conflict-sensitive approach involves gaining a sound understanding of the two-way  
interaction activities of context and acting to minimize negative impacts and maximize pos-
itive impacts of intervention on conflict within an agency’s given priorities/ 
objectives (mandate).25 

Power dynamics and conflict are not only intra-communal. In humanitarian settings of armed conflict, you 
should recognize the potential for your own actions, as external actors, to cause or exacerbate tension or 
conflict within communities, and/or between yourselves and community members. The core principle of 
“Do No Harm” necessitates you taking all measures to ensure your programming does not contribute to 
fueling divisions that may already be present or create new ones, even if unintentionally. The fundamental 
conflict-sensitive approaches are not a lot different from what is prioritized in this Reflective Field Guide: 
developing a good understanding of the context, analyzing the sources of tensions/divisions and capac-
ities for cohesion, analyzing your programming and its potential impacts (positive and negative) on the 
context, and piloting and adapting programming according to risk analyses.

Humanitarian assistance can exacerbate conflict26 and is at risk of becoming an instrument of war – at the 
local level through the manipulation of aid resources by warlords and at the global level through feeding 
partisan political interests. In some particularly complex situations, external interventions are limited to 
humanitarian assistance. In the absence of sustained development or peacebuilding interventions, the 
potentially negative impact of such humanitarian assistance is far greater – heightening the need for 
conflict sensitivity. 
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Many humanitarian agencies are increasingly aware of the risks of their interventions exacerbating conflict, 
and some have been developing methodologies and mechanisms for addressing this. 

Where to start?
As part of your context analysis in Guidance Note 3, you will examine the role of external actors in the 
overall CP system. Using the guidance provided in the work “Adapting to Learn, Learning to Adapt,”27 ask 
yourself a series of questions:

1. Who plays a leading role in the protection of children in the affected community? 

2. What is the role of external actors in this community? 

3. How have they strengthened the system? How have they weakened it?

4. How have they worked with the leading player (positively/negatively)? How have they ensured they 
do not take over leadership?

5. What are the community’s, State’s, local NGOs’, community-based organizations’ (CBOs), religious 
leaders’, families’, and children’s expectations of your agency? 

What do you want to learn?
You may choose to analyze the above questions through a Strengths, Challenges, Opportunities, and 
Threats (SCOT) tool. You can use this tool with key stakeholders within the community, as well as to 
validate your thinking, challenge your perceptions, and provide you with guidance on how to mitigate 
challenges. 

This sample template may be used to reflect on potential risks you (as an external actor) may pose in the 
community. Ensure you validate your findings with key stakeholders in the community. The below ques-
tions are adapted from the “Adapting to Learn, Learning to Adapt” 28  resource.
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SCOT ANALYSIS TEMPLATE
Strengths, Challenges, Opportunities, and  
Threats (SCOT) Analysis Tool

SCOT Template

Team Members:

Location:

Date:

Strengths: What things do you (as an external 
actor) bring to the community-level response? 

1. What role has your organization played 
within systems before the humanitarian 
event? What role has it played since the 
emergency (whether it was present before 
the event or established after)?

2. What role can you play in protecting chil-
dren directly? What is the added value of 
your agency’s presence? And how can this 
be integrated into the existing system in 
the most positive way?

3. What skills do your staff team have in 
working with communities?

4. How can you be fully accountable to com-
munity members.

Challenges: Where do you lack understanding, 
influence, and ability to access or communicate 
where you will need support or community 
buy-in?

1. What are the ways in which your presence 
may weaken the child protection system? 
How may these issues be avoided? 

2. Who are the staff working for your agency? 
Are they representative of the population 
and children you are working with? What 
culture, language, ethnic, socioeconomic, 
political, religious, ability, or other groups 
within society do they and should they 
represent?

3. Do your staff have the necessary soft skills 
to collaborate and work respectfully with 
actors at various levels within the system?

Opportunities: Where are there opportunities 
for external actors to add value to the response 
(without compromising, duplicating, or 
undermining existing protective structures)?

How will you ensure that you support the work 
being done by the community to protect 
children?

Threats: Where do you need to be careful or 
proceed with caution (e.g., certain subjects that 
may be taboo, characteristics of staff that can 
pose a threat to the community)?

How do other actors – from family and 
community all the way to State actors and 
regional bodies – within the existing systems 
perceive external actors?

How may the balance of power influence 
relationships and ways of working? 
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How will you ensure that the external actors 
contribute to the existing systems and respect 
what exists, rather than dominating, duplicating, 
or ignoring existing structures and  
mechanisms?

What can you do to understand the background 
of your own staff so as to recognize any bias in 
their perception of the child protection system(s) 
and limitations to their role within the system(s)?

Is it possible that the team you have would 
reinforce discrimination in any way?

What can you do to understand the background 
of your own staff so as to recognize any bias in 
their perception of the child protection system(s) 
and limitations to their role within the system(s)?

What are your own pre-conceived ideas that 
may limit your ability to understand systems and 
actors in new contexts?

Are you weakening State, local, or community 
structures by recruiting all their most qualified 
staff?

Do your benefits packages distort or affect local 
salary scales?

Are there key staff you may retain or employ in 
senior positions to guide the work who have 
a good understanding of the context and the 
system(s)? Not all long-term staff operating 
at certain levels within any systems will have 
a positive impact or relationship within the 
systems. How will you confirm their role within 
the systems before taking this approach?

SCOT Analysis

How can you leverage your Strengths to take advantage of the Opportunities identified? 

Integrate your SCOT into programming
Remember that the SCOT analysis is meant to support your decision making when entering a community. 
Make sure that this feeds back into your project design and that mitigating measures are taken to ensure 
the safety and well-being of staff, community members, and children you work with. 

The template may be adapted or incorporated into your organization’s Emergency Preparedness Planning 
process.
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GUIDANCE NOTE 5: 
Understanding Community Conceptions  
of Child Protection

Introduction
In the field of humanitarian CP, CP actors have been working with more or less standardized terminology 
and definitions of the key concepts in their work. These are heavily influenced by rights-based and social 
service models grounded in the Global North. As you look more closely at how to more effectively work as 
external actors across many cultural settings, it becomes clear that these terms do not always reflect the 
local understandings of these same concepts in the community.

A growing body of evidence of what contributes to effective community-level engagement suggests you 
reflect on how your language shapes your programming, and the potential influences (positive and nega-
tive) it has in your community engagement. Increasingly, you will see that the terminology you use is not 
recognized by community members or aligned with their understandings. This is not only in relation to 
technical CP terms, but also “community,” “community-based protection,” “family,” “child,” “child devel-
opment,” etc. In addition, CP actors tend to work in a few dominant languages that many in communities 
do not speak. Most of the global guidance, such as this, are developed in English, and translations tend 
to be those dominant languages and not local languages that field staff would be working in.

Research has shown that effective and sustainable programs build on community understandings of child 
development, protection, risk, and related concepts. This is reflected in the revised CPMS Standard 17. 
As these considerations influence your work, you need to reflect on how you can build in processes that 
help you to appreciate community understanding and, importantly, build shared understandings that can 
inform more effective CCP.

Where do you begin?
You might begin by thinking about how you communicate when you are working on CP at the 
community-level. 

 � Do you use NGO jargon, which often includes acronyms that only humanitarian workers might 
understand?

 � Do you use technical terms that might be unfamiliar to non-specialists?

 � You have CP priorities in your actions (e.g., child labor, unaccompanied and separated children, 
psychosocial support), but are those understood in the same ways by different members of the 
community?

If this is the case, you should reflect on how this could influence your interactions with community  
members:

 � Is it possible you will not be understood (and you may not realize that)?

 � Does your communication make your interactions more or less inclusive?

 � Will you be developing programming that is truly grounded in community understandings of CP-
related concerns or those that are framed by your understandings?
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When you examine the possible communication dynamics, you will begin to see that you can put up 
barriers to meaningful community engagement without realizing it. 

 
Terminology used by staff to describe risks that children face, actions to mitigate those 
risks, and available services are not always contextualized to the appropriate language and 
concepts of affected people. This terminology can alienate and, in some cases, can remove 
affected people from technical and strategic discussions about what risks their children 
face, what can be done to address those risks, and how it should be implemented. The 
importance of language and terminology cannot be underestimated. It can affect the way 
you communicate with and are understood by one another; it can lead to unintended power 
dynamics, exclusion of certain groups, the creation of a perceived sense of disrespect, and 
lead to the design of interventions that undermine existing protective practices in  
communities.29 

Changing your approach
This Reflective Field Guide has stressed the need for and approaches to gaining a deeper understanding 
of the various elements in the community context that influence risk and protection. This is done through 
participatory approaches to community engagement that emphasize openness, listening, respect, and 
learning, and promote self-reliance and ownership. These are fundamental to all your efforts in effective 
and sustainable CCP.

Developing common understandings of CP-related concepts is part of the deep context analysis to help 
you understand what shapes community thinking about risk and protection. As with Guidance Note 2 and 
Guidance Note 3, you begin by clarifying what it is you want to understand and then how best to learn.
This process is interactive and allows you to work together with community members to understand 
CP-related concepts that influence programming, including in community-level capacity-building actions. 

Guiding questions
Below are some guiding questions that may help you frame your learning outcomes. This is not an ex-
haustive list. These may differ from context to context, so you should consider the key aspects of how CP 
concepts are understood in your community.

Reminder: These questions are not intended to be asked directly (as in a survey). They frame the learning 
process by identifying what you want to know about as you engage with the community.
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UNDERSTANDING  
COMMUNITY CONCEPTS  
OF CHILD PROTECTION
Developing core questions on what you want to explore is important in structuring your mapping and 
analysis. Some illustrative questions are presented below to help you begin to think about what is 
important to understand in your context. This is not an exhaustive list.  

These are not intended to be used as questionnaires or surveys, but to prioritize the kinds of information 
you want to gather to design your interventions. All information should be disaggregated by gender and 
age groups (e.g., 5 years and under; 6-11 years; 12-17 years).

Guiding Questions to Understand  
Community Concepts of Child Protection

Have these changed with the  
emergency? Describe.

How does the community define “child”? (Note if it is by age, 
developmental status, other.)

Is it the same for boys and girls? If not, how?

Does this differ across any social, ethnic, religious, or other 
groups?

How is the developmental process understood and defined 
(e.g., roles, responsibilities, expectations, rites of passage)?

Is it the same for boys and girls? If not, how?

Does this differ across any social, ethnic, religious, or other 
groups?

How is the concept of “youth” understood (if there is a 
developmental stage of youth)?

Is it the same for boys and girls? If not, how?

Does this differ across any social, ethnic, religious, or other 
groups?

How is “well-being” of boys and girls understood (e.g., what 
does that “look” like)?
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How is “child protection” understood?

What are the protective elements in the community (probe for 
formal and informal systems, people, structures, processes 
such as religious and traditional practices, etc.)?

Do children influence their own protection? If yes, how?

What are considered “harms” to children?

How is “risk” for children understood?

What are risk factors in the community (probe for formal and 
informal systems, people, structures, processes such as 
religious and traditional practices, physical spaces, etc.)?

Are there risks and harms to children that are difficult to 
discuss or address? If so, which? Why?

What are the common parenting/caregiving practices in the 
community (describe)…

For children without parents/caregivers?

Are there different practices for boys and girls?

Do these differ between any social, ethnic, religious, or other 
groups?

How are relationships between adults and children defined 
(e.g., roles, expectations, dynamics in the family and in the 
community)?

Are these different for boys and girls?

Are these different in kinship care, or other forms of alternative 
care?

Do these differ between any social, ethnic, religious, or other 
groups?

Do these influence child protection?

How are relationships between adults and youth understood 
(e.g., roles, expectations, dynamics)?
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Are these different for boys and girls?

Do these differ between any social, ethnic, religious, or other 
groups?

Do these influence child protection?

Others to Add for Your Context:

What will you do with this information?
Consolidating this information is important as you expand the context analysis in preparation for action 
planning with community members (Guidance Note 7). Ethically, it is important to feed the information 
back to the community in a friendly, understandable way without jargon. This is a respectful process 
that enables a level of validation, and can set the stage for reflection by the local people about what they 
would like to do. Establishing a shared and agreed-upon understanding of protection concepts, and the 
concerns that may be addressed, is important in giving community members a sense of ownership in the 
process. 

Challenges
One of the main challenges you may face is learning that local understandings of CP may not be in line 
with child rights programming. For example, local social and cultural norms may influence what are seen 
to be protective responses that prioritize family and community cohesion over the individual rights of 
children.

A community-level approach to CP assumes that these cultural and social norms are dynamic and can 
change. It promotes dialogue that contributes to facilitating social change. This does not mean supporting 
actions that are violations of children or the law; all your actions should be consistent with child rights. Ex-
perience has shown, however, that child rights language may not be understood by community members 
in the same way as it is by humanitarian actors. However, by facilitating dialogue around these issues, you 
will probably see that there are differing perspectives within the community and space to consider other 
possibilities that are in line with the child rights framework.
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CASE STUDY:
Community Management of Child  
Friendly Spaces

The Government of Uganda has been hosting South Suda-
nese refugees since 2003, and their Comprehensive Refugee 
Response Framework is one of the most liberal refugee policies 
in the world. Most refugees live in large settlements across Ugan-
da where they are provided with a small plot of agricultural land. 
Most refugees in Uganda are from South Sudan, and the ongoing 
conflict in South Sudan has resulted in a continuous influx of 
refugees making the number of South Sudanese refugees in 
Uganda more than one million according to the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The Ugandan NGO, 
Transcultural Psychosocial Organization (TPO), has involved 
the community in making and facilitating Child-Friendly Spaces 
(CFSs). TPO has established eight CFSs – large brick buildings, 
a playground, football and netball fields, and toilets inside a fence 
– what everyone calls “the compound.” The buildings are brightly 
painted by a local artist and have been stocked with basic learn-
ing material for young children and with games and books for 
older children. 

The TPO CFSs are busy and happy places and are used as a 
formal Early Childhood Development center, playground, games, 
crafts, and discussion; some centers also run income-generating 
activities for children not in school. Social workers at the center 
can refer a child or parents to a clinical psychologist employed 
by TPO for individual therapy, and a psychologist runs group 
therapy sessions for children and adults. For those needing less 
specialized support, the social worker can conduct individual 
counseling in the home with the help of local community volun-
teers or Center Management Committee (Committee) members 
who have been elected by community leaders and confirmed 
through community meetings. 

Committee members are always moving through the community 
and help children that need it. Members play an important role 
in the CFS. One key role they play is ensuring the centers are 
inclusive. In the context of inclusivity, ethnic inclusivity is central 
in the South Sudanese settlement.

Location:

Uganda, South Sudan

Date:

2018

Citation:

Adapted from: Clacherty, G. 
(2018). Community Management 
of Child Friendly Spaces 
Kiryandongo Refugee Settlement, 
Uganda: A Case study. 
Community Child Protection 
Exchange and TPO Uganda.
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At first, children said the center was for the Nuers – the Dinkas 
would not come here – but Committee members moved around 
door to door and explained that the center is not for Nuers or 
for Dinkas, but for every child. Every child is treated the same; 
over time, children of many ethnicities were coming to the center, 
playing football, and becoming friends. Committee members see 
the centers themselves as spaces for building peace; children will 
learn from a very young age to get along with each other and will 
develop different attitudes to promote peace.

“With the Centre 
Management Committee, 
you get the trust of the 
community. Sometimes 
parents may not come 
directly to us (as social 
workers), but they can 
go to the members of 
the Centre Management 
Committe because they 
are from the community. If 
you don’t involve parents, 
you put this wall up, 
but we cannot always 
get parents to come to 
meetings if we call them.
But the Centre 
Management Committees 
they are there – they are 
always moving in the 
community – they know 
what is happening – so 
they are allowing you 
to get to know the 
community, and the 
children get the benefit.”

– Anna, Social Worker, Cluster  
NCFS
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GUIDANCE NOTE 6: 
Prioritizing Community Child  
Protection Concerns 

Introduction
When you have completed the mapping of CP risks and concerns, you may have many CP issues that are 
of concern to community members. Concerns may vary across different groups in the community; for in-
stance, children and adults, girls and boys, women and men, or different community leaders. Realistically, 
not all CP concerns can be addressed in your community-level programming. Prioritizing those risks that 
community members agree are important and feasibly addressed with the mobilization of their resources, 
along with your support, is an important step in meaningful community engagement.

Focusing on the priorities of community members and involving them in developing contextually appro-
priate responses to them:

 � Gives further insight into how community members view CP risks and resources 

 � Is a critical first step in the action planning process (see Guidance Note 9)

 � Can lead to sustainable efforts because the process can:

 ° Increase a sense of ownership

 ° Foster agency, dignity and self-reliance

 ° Motivate the effective mobilization of resources and collective action

The process of selecting which harms to address will itself be the foundation of community ownership, but 
only if there are a sufficiently diverse group of participants and there is enough discussion and exploration 
of different harms to elicit deep concern and a sense of responsibility by the group. The following methods 
should only be used along with ongoing dialogue and discussion within the community. It is also important 
to assess factors that may suggest these methods are not appropriate, for example, they often represent 
the views of the dominant voices in the community, leaving important voices silent; they tend not to high-
light very sensitive issues, which are important but difficult to speak about openly.

It is critical to stress that, as with any of the processes described in these Guidance Notes, these are 
not one-off activities. They are possible tools to use in the context of ongoing dialogue that can foster 
community decision-making.

Methods
The same methods outlined in Guidance Note 1 and Guidance Note 8, which you have used to map 
risks and resources, involve children, and explore risks of external involvement, can be used to prioritize. 
Participative listing and ranking is one of the primary approaches for groups to work through concerns 
presented through your community engagement and then come to an agreement on those that are most 
appropriate to address. The strength of these methods is that participants play a leading role in prioritizing 
what is most important to them, which can lead to practical action. This can impart a sense of motivation 
and lead to increased buy-in during follow-up meetings and planned action. The sample below outlines a 
process for participatory ranking exercises.
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Participatory Listing and Ranking: Documentation Template 
Introduction

Ranking exercises are group discussions that include lively methods of learning about opinions and prior-
ities of community members regarding CP risks, as well as some of the underlying assumptions, values, 
and beliefs related to children’s well-being. There are several different listing and ranking (or “ranking and 
scoring”) methods. One of these is presented below. For additional resources on participatory methodol-
ogies, see Part 5: Terminology and Resources. 

The strength of these methods is that participants play a leading role in prioritizing what is most important 
to them and can lead to practical action. This can impart a sense of motivation and ownership of the 
outcomes, as well as buy-in to follow up with a planned action. 
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IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW 
Documentation Template

Sample Template
Ensure that informed consent has been given, preferably in writing, before beginning the interview.

Introduction 

Make a brief introduction to the purpose and subject of the group discussion (key points). It is recom-
mended that you write these out like a script so that you are confident facilitating the discussion.

1. Who you are (e.g., My name is _______, and I work with X agency, which supports communities to 
keep children safe).

2. The reason for the group discussion: to collectively identify and prioritize issues affecting them.

3. What to expect:

a. Length of time (30 minutes)

b. Consent to have a notetaker and recording (if applicable)

c. What you will do with the information gathered (including notes and recordings)

d. Assurance they can stop or leave at any point

4. Materials needed: Sticky cards/notes, pens, dot stickers, and masking tape

Process

1. From the discussions identified through the Body Map, help the participants to list each issue on 
a sticky card and put it up on the board. Combine similar issues into one concept if necessary. Try 
not to exceed more than 10-15 issues. Ask:

a. What are the main CP risks/sources of harm that children face, in general, in this community? 

2. Once you have all the issues listed on the wall, hand out three dot stickers to each participant. 

3. Explain that all participants will be invited to the front to place a dot on the issue that they think is 
the most important issue to address. The dot represents one of their votes, and each person has 
three votes (three stickers). 

4. Invite participants to complete the exercise.

Note: If some participants have trouble reading, you may wish to draw out the issues in pictures instead. 
Facilitators should support these participants to cast their votes. 

Discussion questions

After the votes are cast, bring the group back together and identify the issues with the most votes. Ask 
participants:

1. What are the consequences of these issues on your lives?

2. What role can adolescents and young people play in responding to these issues?

3. What is the role of your families/communities?
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4. What is the role of organizations/government?

Ranking and Listing Exercise Results
Question for discussion: What are the most important child protection concerns in your community?

Free listing Results (up to 7 or 8) Ranking Results

Child labor 1.

School dropout 2.

Early marriage 3.

4.

5.

5.

6.

7.

8.

The notetaker will write detailed notes, including observation of participants’ interaction, and (with con-
sent) audio record the interview. As soon as possible after the interview, type up the verbatim notes in their 
entirety according to the question (if they followed the questions). You will return to your key questions 
and see what information you gained related to them. This can be put in a simple table, as shown below, 
or on a spreadsheet.
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Question Responses

1.

2.

3.

4.

Additional comments: 

Observations: 

Comments about the process for shared learning: 

Closing: Thank everyone for their time and support and explain the next steps in the process. 
Considerations: As with any group discussion format, there are some considerations to keep in mind as 
you plan and facilitate the prioritization process. 

 � Representative participation: Work to ensure that you are involving a broad representation of 
community members—including children, youth, women, elderly adults, persons with disabilities, 
low socio-economic status, and others who may not always have a voice in decision making. It is 
important, however, to recognize that the most vulnerable people are often not able to attend these 
activities, and many may be reluctant to speak up about sensitive issues.

 � Representatives of CP service providers and institutions, such as educators, health workers, 
day care centers, traditional leaders, social and civic organizations, etc., will also bring critical 
perspectives that are often absent but broaden and deepen analysis. To do this may require 
adapting the methods and tools to be appropriate and accessible to differing abilities and needs.

 � Criteria for decision making: There are probably several factors that can influence which CP 
concerns should be prioritized. This is an important first step to undertake with community 
members before the prioritization process. The aim of this step is to weigh the different 
considerations around most important CP risks, and the feasibility of community-led action to 
address them.

 � Consider:

 ° The community’s perception of the issue’s importance

 ° The probability of meaningfully addressing the issues

 ° The frequency of the issues

 ° The scope of impact across the community 

 ° The cost of the issue to the community (e.g., financial, social) 

 ° The resources needed to address the issue adequately (internal and external)

 ° The readiness of the community to recognize and address the issue

 ° The long-term impact of the issue

 ° The long-term benefit of your support
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 ° For external actors: the fit of addressing the issue with your agency’s vision, mission, mandate, 
and programming/funding priorities; the possibility of an intervention causing unintended 
negative consequences

Challenges

Participatory prioritization of CP risks for action planning can face a number of challenges relating to group 
process, scope of CP concerns, and programmatic constraints. The better you have come to understand 
the context, the more prepared you will be to address these challenges. In planning your activities, con-
sider what challenges might arise and how you may mitigate them.

Lack of consensus

Community engagement is most effective when it is guided by community members themselves and 
reflects their collective concerns and wishes of community members. 
The approaches discussed in Guidance Note 2 emphasize building consensus through effective commu-
nication strategies and sensitivity to power dynamics and conflict. They recognize that this can take time, 
often a long time. This can be challenging in the humanitarian setting in which program cycles are 
often short. 

Some considerations for consensus building in CCP are:

 � Recognize that much of the discussion will consist of exploring different points of view. Finding 
common ground and building consensus around important issues happens outside of the 
processes you will be engaged in. They happen informally, in households, between neighbors, at 
gatherings, etc. Learn how disagreements are handled in the cultural context and build on those 
organic processes.

 � Emphasize skill-building in the methods and approaches outlined in Guidance Note 2 with your CP 
workforce. These can also contribute to stronger consensus building within your agency.

 � To the extent possible, take a longer term perspective in your planning at the outset of your 
programming, advocating for the need to allow community members to work toward collective 
decision making and action.

Scope of CP concerns

Your context analysis will likely reveal that some of the most pressing CP concerns are rooted in larger 
issues beyond the scope of CP programming; for example, economic vulnerabilities, social or political 
unrest, or harmful social norms. Humanitarian CP actors may well face constraints in addressing what 
community members feel to be the most critical concerns due to agency mandate, targeted funds, time-
frames, etc. There are no easy solutions to these challenges, but they do highlight the needs for transpar-
ency, sectoral integration, and flexible programming approaches in community-level engagement. 

 � Be transparent at the beginning of your community engagement, with clarity about your mandate 
and programming priorities, and any constraints you may face in supporting community-led action.

 � If your funding is tied to particular issues, involve community members in prioritizing and taking 
decisions on how to address the harms. Explore the possibility of mobilizing modest funds for 
some actions that community members would like to lead on.

 � Advocate for flexible funding that emphasizes outcome-oriented results, with adaptable 
approaches that can be tailored to different and changing contexts.

 � Make efforts to link with other actors who may be able to address those issues that are beyond the 
scope of your work.

 � Integrate CP in the programming of other sectors—within your own agency or in collaboration 
with others.



84

CASE STUDY:
Engaging Communities in Reducing  
Child Protection Risks During Crisis  
and Disasters Project

The humanitarian context in the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC) remains hostile with chronic crisis, armed groups, Ebola and 
cholera outbreaks, active volcanoes, and drought. In the DRC, 
the Bureau d’Informations, Formations, Echanges et Recherches 
pour le Dévelopment (BIFERD), a national NGO working in North 
Kivu province, consulted with families and communities to iden-
tify child protection risks. 

Together, they identified that out-of-school children were more at 
risk to kidnapping by armed groups in remote areas. Community 
members suggested providing education for out-of-school chil-
dren and to empower families to build peace and security. Local 
leaders, community organizations, and BIFERD collaborated with 
each other to identify appropriate approaches to addressing this 
concern. 

In Rutshuru Territory, BIFERD worked together with local youth 
groups from different churches to promote child and youth rights. 
Youth encouraged church-goers to collect small amounts of 
money, which eventually paid the school fees of 40 vulnerable 
out-of-school children. 

Location:

Democratic Republic of Congo

Date:

2019

Citation:

Adapted from: Habimana, J. 
(2019). Engaging Communities 
in Reducing Child Protection 
Risks during Crisis and Disasters 
Project. BIFERD.
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Conclusion
A meaningful process to involve community members in prioritizing their CP concerns is an important first 
step in mobilizing action and resources in the development of action plans to address these concerns. 
Guidance Note 7 will outline approaches to those processes.
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GUIDANCE NOTE 7: 
How to Support Meaningful Child  
Participation

Introduction 
Children have made significant and valuable contributions in humanitarian contexts. They have taken 
on roles and responsibilities that save their lives as well as the lives of their peers and families. Children 
have participated in distributing relief, caring for children and adults, and offering a hand in psychosocial 
support, health and hygiene education, reconstruction, planning, and evaluating emergency relief work.
The activities and achievements of children demonstrate why their participation is of value to them, their 
families, and their communities, as well as to relief and recovery work. Although children and young peo-
ple have less social (and often physical) power, their contributions in humanitarian settings are significant 
and crucial to the survival of their families and communities.

Child participation 
“Meaningful participation” recognizes that girls and boys have agency to analyze their situation, express 
their views, influence decisions that affect them, and achieve change. This includes the informed and 
willing involvement of all children, including the most marginalized and those of different ages and abilities, 
in any matter concerning them directly or indirectly. 

The principle of child participation, enshrined in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, Art. 12, cuts 
across all programs and takes place in all arenas, from homes to government and from local to interna-
tional levels.

 
Child participation can take many different forms, with varying levels of involvement and decision 
making. It can range from tokenism to child-led action. This continuum is often illustrated as a 
ladder, though that can imply linear movement up through steps in a hierarchy. What is meaningful 
participation is influenced by many factors, including sociocultural norms, the particular humani-
tarian situation, capacities, resources, etc. Your analysis of the context will inform to what extent 
consultation, shared decision making, or child-initiated actions are meaningful participation.

When does this happen?
In emergency contexts, ethical concerns may arise regarding the potential “harm” of involving children 
in programs. It is crucial that the principles of “best interests” and “do no harm” are applied when deter-
mining how and when to support children’s participation. Every context is unique and requires a good 
understanding of the local context (see Guidance Note 3). It may not be appropriate to involve children in 
all contexts. Risk assessments are required to inform decision making about when children’s participation 
is appropriate.30 They typically consider:

 � What are the benefits to children’s participation in this activity, what are the potential risks/threats 
for their participation, and how severe is the risk?

 � Are you involving the most accessible children, and thereby further stigmatizing or marginalizing the 
most vulnerable?
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 � What is the likelihood that these risks will occur? How will you prevent or mitigate them?

 � What further action could you take to ensure you do no harm to children?

In any situation where risk assessments indicate that potential harm cannot be properly mitigated, chil-
dren’s participation should not be supported. For more detailed information, see a recent review of the 
Ethical Considerations for Children’s Participation in Data Collection Activities during Humanitarian Emer-
gencies.31 When planning to engage children in key activities, ensure participation is:

 � Transparent and informative: Do children have enough information about the program to make an 
informed decision about whether and how to participate? Is it in a child-friendly format?

 � Voluntary: Is participation voluntary? Can children withdraw at any time?

 � Respectful: Are children’s commitments (study, play) taken into consideration? Has support from 
key adults (parents, etc.) been gained?

 � Relevant: Are the issues discussed relevant to children?

 � Child-friendly: Are child-friendly approaches/meeting places used? Do the ways of working build 
the confidence of all children? 

 � Inclusive: Are girls, boys, ages, ethnicity, disabilities, etc., included?

 � Supported by training for adults: Are staff trained on child rights, safeguarding, participation, 
child-friendly approaches?

 � Safe and sensitive to risk: Are the principles of “do no harm” and “best interest” being upheld? 
Do children feel safe to participate?

 � Accountable: Are children supposed to participate in the evaluation process? Are their 
suggestions taken seriously by adults?
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CASE STUDY:
A Wake-up Call

In 2004, three municipalities in Quezon Province—Real, Infanta, 
and General Nakar (REINA)—experienced first-hand the devas-
tating consequences of the deforestation and erosion caused 
by illegal clearing. After weeks of rain, the area was stuck by 
Typhoon Nanmadol, the fourth typhoon to hit the Philippines that 
year. It caused a massive landslide and flash flooding through-
out the townships. Cut off from road transportation, relief was 
slow in arriving. Ships were turned back by large waves carrying 
logs washed down in the landslide. Some structures were never 
uncovered.

Young people still speak of the fear and loss they experienced 
as young children during the disaster. They share that it led 
them to start examining the risks in their environment and to 
work proactively to prevent future devastation. These concerns 
led to the creation of the “Empowering REINA Children, Youth, 
and Communities to Become Environmental Protectors,” imple-
mented by the Child Fund Philippines partner, Reina Federation 
of Parent Associations, Inc. in 2011. The project trained children 
and youth to become Eco scouts and work with their communi-
ties to address environmental degradation that increases risks in 
natural disasters. Many activities continued beyond the end of the 
project in 2014 and have been replicated in other communities. 
Among these activities:

• Community awareness-raising on environmental issues 
through various forms of media

• Proactively engaging local authorities to develop environ-
mental protection and Disaster Risk Management (DRM) 
plans, using data gathering, hazard mapping, and response 
planning and preparedness

• Developing youth DRM plans for inclusion in barangay DRM 
plans

• Formulating disaster plans in their homes and communities

• Establishing nurseries and participating in reforestation 
efforts

• Organizing climate change forums

Location:

Quezon Province, Philippines

Date:

2004

Citation:

Adapted from: Child Fund 
International. (2016). Children 
and youth in Disaster Risk 
Management and child 
protection: A case study from 
the Philippines. Washington, DC: 
Author.
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Young people expressed passionately how involve-
ment in these efforts has increased their self-esteem 
and self-confidence. They speak of how honored they 
feel in being able to train other youth, and adults, and 
to see their influence in making their communities 
more resilient. It was reported that other children and 
youth consider them role models, and that is very 
meaningful to them.What makes me resilient? 

“The experience we get in this 
organization. When I started, I 
was 9 or 10. I was so, so shy; 
too shy to share my opinion. And 
here I am talking in front of you! 
Sharing about children’s rights and 
responsibilities.”

 – 18-year-old male, former Eco Scout, 
and Youth Association Member, Reina 
Federation.
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Where to start?
Children are the best resource when trying to understand the issues that most affect them, their coping 
mechanisms, the people that support them, and existing capacities. They are invaluable to designing and 
implementing effective community-led CP programming. 

 
Children themselves play a role as agents of transformation. Children have the right to be 
heard, to express opinions on matters that affect them, and to access information, while 
respecting the roles and responsibilities of parents and others in authority. When children 
learn to communicate opinions, take responsibility, and make decisions, they are prepared 
for improved academic performance and good citizenship.32 

If it is appropriate and safe to do so, engaging children early in the work with community members can 
help children become valued participants and agents of change. Their participation can ensure community 
members hear about the realities and risks that children face on a day-to-day basis, what support they 
need, and, when ready to act, they can become leaders of the community action.33  There are many par-
ticipatory tools and methodologies available to support children’s participation. A key resource providing 
many participatory methodologies can be found in Module 4 of the ARC Resource Pack.34  Below is a 
sample of some participatory tools:

Tool Purpose Project Cycle

Community 
Mapping (see 
Community 
Mapping: 
Documentation 
Template)

Undertake a risk map with girls and boys to recognize how 
a risk map can be a useful tool with children to identify risks 
affecting girls and boys of different ages and background in 
their local community and appreciate how children can use 
the risk map as an action planning and advocacy tool to 
influence action on protection issues affecting them.

Assessment

Power Ball To analyze current power relations within the family, 
community, camp, and/or child organization (e.g., power, 
gender, disability, and other forms of discrimination) and to 
visualize ideal power relations; for example, what the ideal 
distribution of power is between children (girls and boys, 
rich and poor, with or without disabilities).

Assessment

Body Mapping Use the body map tool to get a better understanding of 
girls’ and boys’ views and experiences of the different 
ways in which an emergency has affected their lives; 
analyze and record disaggregated information concerning 
the experiences of girls and boys of different ages and 
backgrounds in different contexts.

Assessment

How? How? 
How?

Identify actions to be taken to further promote and support 
children’s participation and rights (e.g., with children and 
youth clubs).

Planning
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Visioning and 
Next Steps

Create space for children to dream their vision of their future 
and identify practical steps to move toward the vision.

Planning

Circle of 
Influence

To identify which people or institutions have a responsibility 
to act to better protect and fulfill children’s rights (including 
children’s participation rights) at different levels and to 
identify various actions that should be taken by different 
people.

Implementation

Peace or 
Recovery 
Albums

Encourage child-led documentation, peacebuilding, and 
advocacy participation. Document children’s views and 
experiences. Show that children’s voices and contributions 
toward problem-solving are important.

Implementation

Circle Analysis 
of Inclusion 
and Exclusion

Explore issues of inclusion and exclusion in a given context 
by helping children identify and discuss which girls and boys 
(from which age groups or backgrounds) are most actively 
involved or excluded from organizations or activities. Explore 
children’s or young people’s ideas about how programs can 
be more inclusive.

Implementation

Personal Goal To understand whether and how the program has helped 
children to progress toward achieving their goals.

Monitoring

H Assessment Measure with children how the humanitarian response has 
been going, what is going well, what is problematic, and the 
potential solutions to better meet the needs.

Monitoring

Happy and 
Sad Face 
Evaluation

To evaluate the strong and weak points of a single activity, 
workshop, or program (e.g., CFS recreational activities, a life 
skills module, or a training) and identify improvements. 

To identify strong and weak aspects of a training or 
workshop and to identify improvements or alternatives.

Evaluation
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GUIDANCE NOTE 8: 
Action Planning with Communities

Introduction
Through the process of learning about the emergency context, how the affected community understands 
key protection concepts, and the in-depth work done when mapping the protection capacities and risks 
to children alongside community members, and particularly children themselves, external actors can slow-
ly build trust with community members and individuals who provide traditional mechanisms of protection. 
As stated in the Guide and Toolkit for Supporting a Community-led Approach to Child Protection, this 
reflective process can often lead community members to ask themselves, “What are we going to do about 
these harms to children?”; and to agency workers, “Will you continue to support us?”35  This Guidance 
Note offers an approach that will help you have an honest conversation with community members that 
attempts to address these key questions.

When does this happen?
You should begin planning action alongside community members after you have taken the time to under-
stand the protection capacities and risks within the community. This is effectively done as prevention, in 
preparedness actions anticipating CP concerns, as well as in response phases. In protracted emergen-
cies these processes can serve as both preparedness and response actions.

Action planning begins with a Mapping and Context Analysis, as described in Guidance Note 3 and 
Guidance Note 4. The analysis, in addition to discussions about local understandings of key protection 
concepts (Guidance Note 5); the collective work to identify risks children face in the community; and 
the prioritization of those risks by community members will naturally lead to a trusting relationship and 
generate an energy to address these concerns. It is now a great opportunity to begin planning for a joint 
response. 

 
In participatory action research and community mobilization approaches, local groups of 
people collectively identify a problem of concern and then mobilize themselves to plan, 
implement, and evaluate an intervention to address the problem. This approach generates 
high levels of community ownership since it is the community that defines the problem and 
manages or runs the intervention. In this approach, the community holds the power and 
makes the key decisions about which problem to address, what steps to take in addressing 
it, how to organize itself to implement the intervention, whom to partner with and how, and 
so on.36
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CASE STUDY:
Working Alongside Communities,  
Malakal Internally Displaced Persons  
(IDP)/Protection of Civilians (PoC) Camp

When conflict broke out in 2013 between government and oppo-
sition forces in Malakal Town, South Sudan, Upper Nile State, 
thousands of civilians fled to the United Nations Peace Keeping 
Force base (UN MISS) at the outskirts of Malakal Town seeking 
protection. The Protection of Civilian (PoC) camp was established 
in 2014 to host IDPs who felt unsafe under local government 
forces. 

As part of strengthening community-level protection structures, 
War Child Holland engaged with community leaders and repre-
sentatives to build their leadership capacity and improve their 
understanding around child protection (CP) risks in the PoC and 
help them to recognize community capacity to deal with protec-
tion issues and find out local solutions. Community leaders were 
provided training and assisted to organize monthly meetings 
to continuously engage them on CP and psychosocial support 
activities.

One of the examples of activities carried out by trained commu-
nity leaders and representatives was identification of extremely 
vulnerable children in the PoC and looking for local solutions to 
sustainably support such children. Through a joint community 
and War Child Holland exercise, seven returnee children needing 
care were identified living with their grandparents. As commu-
nity leaders looked for long-term arrangements, they mobilized 
neighboring caregivers to feed the children and managed to send 
them to school. A War Child Holland Case Worker conducted 
weekly visits to the children and facilitated initial support for the 
family, including three months’ cash support, school uniforms for 
children, and linking the family with the World Food Program for 
food assistance. 

Location:

South Sudan

Date:

2013

Citation:

Adapted from: Yohannes, Z. 
(2019). Working alongside 
Communities, Malakal Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDP)/
Protection of Civilians (PoC) 
camp. South Sudan, War Child 
Holland South Sudan: WCH

“Abraham Chol, one of the 
community leaders, said 
that War Child training 
and support enabled 
them to better organize 
the work of community 
leaders and increased 
their understanding 
and involvement in the 
protection of children.”
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Where to start?
You will have already identified the protective systems and mechanisms in the community, and this next 
step is to determine if external agency support will be accepted by the community. If so, to understand 
what the most effective, sustainable, and appropriate ways are to do so (e.g., communication, behaviors, 
actions, attitudes), discuss with the community members some of the following questions, while ensuring 
they lead the discussion and decision making:

1. What are the best ways for community members and external actors to meet, dialogue, and make 
decisions? 

2. What considerations are there for determining who should attend the meetings? How is this 
decided?

3. How much time can reasonably be made available for action planning processes?

4. Are there individuals who would be important to involve, but do not attend community discussions 
or meetings; if so, why? Are there other avenues for their views to be included in decision making?

5. Can children be included in community action planning processes in meaningful ways so that their 
voices contribute to decision making? 

a. If so, are there specific considerations for girls and boys? 

b. If there is reluctance to involve children, how can you, the external actors, communicate the 
importance of their participation? Can you find other ways to meaningfully involve them?

6. What will enable girls, boys, and excluded community members to play an active role in the work?

7. Are various community forums required to ensure participation of multiple groups? If so, what 
does that look like? What times allow for the most participation without conflicting with other 
responsibilities of various groups?

8. What kind of commitment are community members willing to put forward in support of children? 
What are the roles and responsibilities of various community members, external actors?

It is important to note that there may be multiple ways communities choose to meet, and various methods 
for inclusion.

An important component to address with communities will likely be related to financial compensation. It is 
not recommended to provide large sums of money, which can create an unsustainable system. Therefore, 
it is important to discuss openly how you will work together to achieve solutions for children. Ask, “What is 
expected of external actors?” Use this as an opportunity to reinforce your commitment to supporting the 
community in their efforts to protect children through meaningful partnership with communities.

 
It is common in more top-down approaches, such as Community Protection Committees, 
for external actors to provide incentives or cash payments to community volunteers. This is 
often called “volunteering” but is rarely grounded in true volunteerism or free labor in the 
name of community service. Therefore, it is important that a distinction is made between 
cash for work to conduct CP activities driven by external actors and the true community-led 
initiatives.

Communities may expect an external actor to provide compensation for travel or to provide beverages or 
food during the meeting. 
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Decisions around what is provided should always be weighed against sustainability and what is culturally 
appropriate.

What do you want to learn?
Once an open dialogue about roles and responsibilities as to who should be involved in the community 
response and what is expected of external actors is established, begin action planning alongside the 
community. It may be easiest to begin by looking back on the collective prioritization of risks to children. 
Communities may decide to address only one risk or multiple risks that may be interconnected. These 
decisions should be led by communities and not directed by external actors. However, it is important to 
maintain realistic expectations of what can be achieved and to encourage using resources the community 
is already bringing to protection efforts (e.g., human, financial, tangible, spiritual, social, cultural, what they 
are already doing to address harms) (see Guidance Note 3).

It is important that you (as an external actor) are there to provide facilitative support if needed and to ask 
key questions along the way. To guide you, a sample Action Plan template is included below. 

However, communities should be encouraged to come up with their preferred method to record the 
discussions, decisions taken, and accountability mechanisms. The template below will likely be used as a 
record for your own support to communities. 

Adapting Templates to Community Action Plan Approaches
Community members are always making decisions and carrying out actions for the benefit of the 
community; for instance, about planting crops, boring wells, addressing crime, etc. Particularly in 
communities with low literacy rates, these plans would rarely be written down. Introducing forms 
to fill out could seem strange and possibly give power to literate members of the community over 
others. You will want to have written documentation; however, there are some considerations.

First, you need to learn how decisions are taken and acted on in the community, how they are 
communicated, who might be the “keeper” of those decisions/plans, and so on. There can be an 
explicit agreement about how that will apply to the Child Protection (CP) Action Plan, and the way 
it is documented and agreed to with community members. For instance, humanitarian actors make 
timeframes based on weeks, months, or years; however, within the culture of a community, there 
may be other ways of setting benchmarks (e.g., holidays, seasons). So, the Action Plan document 
that you keep will reflect that framework.

It would also be important to understand how the community “monitors” their plans; for example, 
there may be regular meetings, less formal “check-ins.” These would be documented in the Action 
Plan document.

If community processes are entirely oral, and you want to write things down, the reasons for that 
should be made very clear to community members to build trust. It would be useful to provide feed-
back on what is recorded to ensure accuracy. That could simply be at the end of a session to say, 
“Now I want to make sure that I have documented this correctly….” and then briefly summarize the 
main points discussed and any decisions made. 
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ACTION PLANNING WITH  
COMMUNITIES 
Sample Action Plan Template
This sample template may be used to record:

1. The prioritized risks to children that the community have chosen to address 

2. What key actions will be taken, by whom, and when

3. What the goals of those actions are

4. How you will know if these actions were successful

It is not likely that all the components of this resource will be answered in one meeting. Understand that 
it may take multiple sessions, various forums, and inclusive processes to achieve a level of consensus. 
Refer to Guidance Note 2 for additional ideas and guidance. This should be considered a “living” docu-
ment, referred to frequently, updated if elements of the plan change (e.g., new actors, additional or fewer 
resources, change in activities or timeframe), and adapted as needed. Create a new template for each 
prioritized risk. 



97

Action Plan Template

Community Group Name 
or Members: (could be an 
administrative unit at which 
you are working, a team 
mobilized and choosing a 
name, or other grouping)

Location:

Date:

What are the child protection risks that needs to be changed? Include a brief statement here 
of the priority protection issue(s) identified by the community that the below actions will address.

What are our goals? If we successfully addressed this issue, what would that look like? Try 
to be specific and measurable if possible.

How will we get there? List key actions that are required to achieve the goal. It might be helpful to 
think about what the root causes of the risk are and identify ways to influence them.

Key Action Who is re-
sponsible?

Who can, 
or is 
mandated 
to, support? 
 
(Consider 
elements 
of the 
formal child 
protection 
system, 
influential 
informal 
structures, 
opinion 
leaders, etc.)

What re-
sources are 
required?

Who pro-
vides those 
resources?

When can 
we achieve 
this?

How will you monitor your progress? What is the role of community members in leading 
this monitoring? This is an opportunity to reflect on how you will ensure you are all accountable for 
the actions you have signed up for.

What challenges or barriers might you face? It will be useful to consider the mindset of different 
actors, their reactions to our work, and how to address them.
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Working together
When discussing the Action Plan with communities, it is a good practice to ask members to identify 
actions that have a good chance of success. It may also be valuable to discuss with communities how 
long-term they wish their actions to be; if small groups should undertake certain actions, or if larger com-
munity processes are necessary; and should actions involve certain minority groups or be disaggregated 
by age or sex? 

 
Inclusivity is very important to cultivate during the action phase. Experience from many contexts in-
dicates that it is harder to get men involved on issues of sexual exploitation and abuse, for example. 
Though it is often possible to engage men by asking teenagers, women, and engaged men how 
to do that. If community members themselves aim to bring in a greater diversity of people, cutting 
across gender, ethnicity, wealth and ability status, the action will more likely to succeed.

In your processes of dialogue and discussion you may have also identified some CP issues that commu-
nity members do not want to, or are unable to, address and why. These may be issues that may feel “too 
big” to change, highlight power dynamics, or internal conflict, for example. These may well be issues that 
community members may not want external agencies to focus on, pressing those issues may negatively 
impact your community engagement. 

Be wary of expensive actions that are not sustainable or will likely be viewed as externally driven. A simple 
conversation about how long community members expect risks to children to be present and how long 
their actions will take to address those risks will likely lead to an understanding that project-based funding 
that you (an external actor) provide is likely not sustainable. Reminding communities of the mapping exer-
cise on their resources and capacities, as well as asking a few simple questions, can help. For example, 
start with the children themselves and work your way out:

1. What can children themselves do to address the risks they face in the community? How can their 
parents/caregivers support them to address these risks? 

2. Who in the community should lead, or be involved in the implementation of the Action Plan? What 
are their various roles?

3. Should the Action Plan focus on linkages with the government or other formal CP actors? Who 
would be involved, and what would that look like?

Remember!
 � Ongoing reflection is critical; the Action Plan should be reviewed constantly. Maybe the actions are 

no longer relevant as the risks to children may change, and new ones might emerge that require 
adaptation in the approaches. 

 � Do your best to ensure an inclusive process to action planning. Use your role as a helper to jointly 
problem-solve while encouraging ownership of the process and identified actions.

 � Enable as much as possible participatory approaches that promote mobilization of internal 
resources and inclusion of children’s contributions.

 � Avoid payments or expensive actions that are unsustainable.
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CASE STUDY:
Community Engagement in the  
Running of Child-friendly Spaces

Turkana County in northwest Kenya hosts 186,053 refugees in 
the Kakuma Refugee Camp and Kalobeyei Integrated Settle-
ment. Armed conflict, famine, and political instability have led 
to an influx of refugees from neighboring countries. The needs 
of children are enormous, as demonstrated by high levels of 
physical and sexual abuse, early and forced marriage, female 
genital mutilation, tribal conflict, psychological and emotional 
abuse, and emotional distress/trauma reported among children 
at Child-Friendly Spaces (CFSs), schools, and in communities. 

The main objectives of the program are to mobilize community 
resources to support activities related to child protection and chil-
dren’s well-being. This has been done through capacity-building 
activities with the refugee community. Parents of children from 
the refugee community participated in a 7-day training on topics 
that included child protection, Psychological First Aid, parenting 
skills, gender-based violence, referral pathways, leadership and 
team-building, nutrition, and kitchen gardening. The goal was to 
enable community members to respond to protection concerns 
on their own, with minimal support from agencies, to promote 
community independence and sustainability.

After the training, the committee led and mobilized other parents 
to join in cleaning the CFS compound by removing stones that 
potentially posed harm to the children and cutting thorny trees. 
The committee also took part in a tree planting event where 100 
seedlings of neem plants were donated to the center. The idea 
was generated from them with the aims of future dust reduction, 
creating a greener environment, and increasing ownership of the 
center through team activity. Following the lead of the parents, 
the children are now adopting trees and helping to water and 
care for them.

 

Location:

Kenya

Date:

2019

Citation:

Adapted from: Mulunda, I. (2019). 
Community engagement in the 
running of child-friendly spaces. 
Kenya: IsraAID.

“Back in Burundi I used 
to be a leader but being 
a leader in this cross-
cultural setting is thrilling. 
I am humbled that when I 
speak even men listen to 
what I say. I thank IsraAID 
for training me,”

- Francoise.
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This initiative has promoted leadership, particularly among 
women. Francoise Uwimbabazi (29) is one of the leaders who 
has been attending our capacity-building sessions. Born and 
raised in Burundi, Francoise found herself in Kalobeyei after flee-
ing violent conflict. A wife and mother of two children, Francoise 
is a member of the steering committee for the CFS in Kalobeyei 
Village 2, serving proudly as committee vice chairperson. As a 
woman, she feels being a leader of a group that includes men is 
one of the most important responsibilities she has been accord-
ed. She feels empowered and respected, which has improved 
her self-esteem.
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GUIDANCE NOTE 9: 
How to Facilitate Linkages Between Informal  
and Formal Child Protection Systems

Introduction
A high-quality CP response requires engagement with all service providers that work on behalf of children 
from the local, sub-national, and national level. If you have worked in a protracted crisis, it is easy to identify 
why this is so important. For example, Northeast Nigeria has been in crisis since 2009 when Boko Haram 
insurgents began fighting with the Nigerian army and displacing more than 1.8 million people. Nearly a 
decade later, the resources of humanitarian actors alone are not enough to continue a quality response for 
the millions of people requiring shelter, food, protection, and livelihoods. In addition, humanitarian access 
is limited to towns controlled and secured by military forces, leaving many people highly dependent on 
aid and forced to live in crowded camps. Partnerships across INGOs and national NGOs; government 
service providers at various levels; and protective mechanisms of family, friends, peers, community mem-
bers, other CP “first-responders” at the grassroots level, as well as traditional community processes and 
actions, must work together to meet the needs of children and their families. 

 
Community-level Child Protection in South Kordofan, Sudan37 

The government of Sudan has a formal structure of Community-based Child Protection Networks 
(CBCPNs) throughout the country, including in humanitarian contexts. In South Kordofan State and 
communities have worked with local government to build protective environments for their children 
without a strong presence of external humanitarian actors. One particularly active CBCPN is based 
in a rural community near Kadugli, South Kordofan that is primarily comprised of families internally 
displaced by conflict. The network leadership is very active in analyzing the protection concerns in 
their community, as well as taking action to address them. They demonstrate strengths in Family 
Tracing and Reunification, other forms of protection referrals, as well as their own internal mobiliza-
tion of resources to set up a small health clinic, for example. They have also responded to the very 
unique CP concerns they face and feel unable to address, including their close proximity to a live 
fire military range and an open wastewater storage facility that their children can easily access and 
be harmed. 

Members of the Network cite the strong coordination between the CBCPN and formal systems, 
including capacity-building activities available to them, as contributing to their effectiveness in ad-
dressing their community’s CP needs.

Understanding the CP risks and concerns at their different levels, and thinking through how these are, or 
are not, linked at the beginning of a humanitarian response can improve the sustainability of the response, 
the coordination of services, and the quality of the support to children over the length of the crisis. 
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Throughout this Guidance Note, this work is referred to as “systems strengthening.” 

 
CP systems’ strengthening efforts are any actions taken to influence CP systems – their 
constituent components, the ways in which they function, or the ways in which systems 
components interact – with the aim of moving them closer to the goal of protecting  
children.38 

When does this happen?

 
Terminology

Formal: Elements of a system that are established or sanctioned by the government and guided by 
laws, regulations, and policies. 

Informal: Elements of a system that do not have state/government mandates for the protective 
functions they fulfill. Instead, they are shaped by attitudes, values, behaviors, social norms, and 
traditional practices in society. 

The boundaries between formal and informal elements will depend on the particular country’s  
context.

Child Frontiers. (2016). Adapting to learn, learning to adapt: Overview of and considerations for 
child protection systems strengthening in emergencies (p. 8). Alliance for Child Protection in Hu-
manitarian Action.

Like much of the guidance in this Reflective Field Guide, you should begin thinking through these linkages 
at the beginning of the humanitarian response, as well as in preparedness planning. Linkages should be 
built off of the Context Analysis and the work you have done to understand how communities understand 
CP risks, existing capacities to respond to those risks, and what the community feels are the most critical 
CP risks to address. It is important to remember that even if informal CP systems at the community level 
have broken down, are not functioning to the same level, or how they were prior to the crisis, most com-
munity members, including children, prefer to receive services and information through these channels, 
rather than through external mechanisms. 

It may be that as you consider building linkages between informal and formal systems, you realize you 
have not critically looked at the legal frameworks, strategies, policies, services, institutions, and practices 
on a national, regional, and local government level. This is a good time to investigate practices and un-
derstand the available services and potential gaps. External actors can act as catalysts, capacity builders, 
and intermediaries between formal and informal systems; build on and enhance existing systems; bridge 
any gaps; and support transparency, accountability, and accessibility.

Where to start?
In the same way you mapped the context to understand existing capacities in the community (see Guid-
ance Note 3), the same can be done for formal systems. There may be natural points of entry that provide 
opportunities to link community-level interventions with formal systems. 
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Prepare for building stronger linkages between the informal and formal CP systems by looking critically at 
the response itself. Begin by asking yourself and your team:

1.  What are the components of your response that will have an impact on the wider CP system? 

a. Are there parallel systems that are being put in place? For example, often case management 
systems can be created by the NGO’s response to support a surge in caseloads, as a stop-
gap while the government services recover, or to support vulnerable populations that the 
government system may be unwilling or unable to serve. Investigate how this new case 
management system can support and link to the existing structure. 

b. Complicated external structures are developed during humanitarian response. One example 
of this is coordination mechanisms where important decisions about geographical coverage, 
service provision, and standards are taken – sometimes without government participation, 
agreement, or ownership. Examine how these parallel structures may be affecting longer term/
sustainable service provision from formal systems. 

c. Do your responses reflect community priorities for their access to different elements of the 
system?

2. Are there formal systems that could be strengthened by humanitarian actors? 

a. For example, consider foster care in the country. Does the child welfare system have an 
operational foster care program? Are there weaknesses in the program that could be 
supported by the humanitarian response, such as improving quality care assessments, 
increasing follow-up visits, or building foster care skills for caregivers? 

b. How do communities view and engage with elements of the formal system, and how can those 
understandings shape your programming.

3. Are there formal systems that could strengthen the work of humanitarian actors?

a. For example, often humanitarian actors are external practitioners who do not have knowledge 
about the specific context or how to provide culturally appropriate services. Can existing 
systems, human resources, policies, or civil society be an opportunity for partnership that can 
strengthen the response?

4. Are there areas where there has been short-term investment, lack of transition plans, or 
interventions that do not build on existing structures? 

5. Where are humanitarian actors recruiting staff? Is this weakening formal CP systems?

a. For example, in crisis, many humanitarian actors recruit large numbers of staff. The rapid 
recruitment can sometimes draw employees away from the formal system and into NGO 
work. While, ultimately, the decision on employment is up to the individual, agencies may 
unknowingly be taking away valuable staff who are already working on children’s needs.

What do we want to learn?
In your analysis of the above questions, consider some examples of how external humanitarian actors 
have strengthened systems in the past. A literature review of existing systems strengthening activities by 
Alliance includes (Child Frontiers, 2016):

 � Assessing and understanding systems to identify bottlenecks and develop strengthening strategies

 � Support to key partners within systems (State actors, national and local NGOs, community groups, 
children and their families), such as reinforcing links between actors at different levels and across 
sectors (e.g., strengthening referral pathways)
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 � Setting up or reinforcing coordination mechanisms, developing standard operating procedures, 
establishing or reinforcing information management systems 

 � Supporting emergency planning, strategy development, legislation development, and policy change 

 � Contextualization of the CP minimum standards 

 � Capacity building of the social workforce and improving access to CP services for excluded 
children

 � Child-led or child-centered disaster risk reduction 

This is not a comprehensive list, nor is it a to-do list. As you seek to answer the questions above, re-
member the foundation of systems strengthening is creating sustainability for longer term impact. This 
may not always be possible in a humanitarian crisis, especially a sudden onset crisis that does not allow 
for significant context analysis. “Adapting to learn, learning to adapt” suggests just seven main guiding 
questions that can be used to identify possible interventions (Child Frontiers, 2016, p. 62).

1. Outcomes: What are the outcomes of CP systems actions in this context? How does the behavior 
of systems affect children? 

2. Systems: What CP systems exist in this location? At what level are they operating? 

3. Sociocultural norms: What are the sociocultural norms on which the systems are based? 

4. Perceptions: How do pre-existing actors within systems perceive us? How do they perceive each 
other? How are they perceived by the community?

5. Role: What is your role within systems? How do you interact with and/or influence them? How do 
they interact with and/or influence you? How do decisions you take – in relation to working with 
systems – affect children?

6. Assumptions: What are your assumptions and preconceptions based on the context where you 
come from? Based on the contexts you have worked in in the past? How can you prevent these 
from influencing your understanding of the systems and context in which you are now working?

7. Continuum of action: How can you complement and support all actors at all levels within existing 
systems to provide children and their families with a holistic range of actions that promote, prevent, 
and respond to CP?

Who should be involved?
The best way to achieve sustainability and impact for children is to broaden your understanding of sys-
tems strengthening to include not only INGOs and State actors, but civil society (local/national NGOs); 
community groups or protective assets (e.g., hospitals, religious organizations, activists, security person-
nel, youth groups); links with other sectors, such as livelihoods and health; and, most importantly, children 
and their families. Collaborating across all these stakeholders can be challenging. Consider the power 
dynamics at play between INGOs and local NGOs, the potential bias and influence of different religious 
groups in a given society, varying access to rights as may be the case in refugee contexts, or even the 
amount of financial resources, language spoken, or age. Be aware of the tensions that may exist between 
formal and non-formal actors, and the effect this may have on their relationship and collaboration. 

In systems strengthening an external actor’s role is to understand existing systems at all levels and to work 
in partnership with communities to identify with whom and in what way connections can be made between 
their work and formal systems. While the “how” may be different depending on context, all collaboration 
should be done with the best interest of the child and the family in mind, acknowledge the different roles 
all actors play in the system to protect children, seek to share knowledge, leverage capacities, and value 
equally the abilities of all partners. 
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CASE STUDY:
Linking Formal and Informal Systems to  
Strengthen Protection of Refugee Children

Tanzania hosts 328,083 refugees (88%) and asylum-seekers 
(12%); from Burundi (74%) and the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC) (26%), over 54% are children, with 90% living in the 
Kigoma region, across three refugee camps: Nduta, Nyarugusu, 
and Mtendeli. While more than 75,000 Burundian refugees have 
voluntarily returned, it is anticipated that a significant number will 
remain in Tanzania given the unpredictable situation in Burundi.

Plan International Tanzania responded by working with host 
community child protection (CP) systems and District Social 
Welfare to extend services to refugee children. Traditionally, 
Government Social Welfare Officers (SWOs) only work in host 
communities, never in the refugee camps. Plan International 
Tanzania worked closely with regional and district government 
authorities, UNHCR, and UNICEF, and was eventually able to 
extend SWOs case management services to refugee children. 
SWOs were paired with refugee community members who were 
trained to support case management work (identification, refer-
rals, follow-up, and translator). 

By being intentional and consistent about establishing the linkag-
es between informal and formal CP systems (establishing strong 
linkages between government, community and refugee struc-
tures, the UN, and INGOs and NGOs), the quality of CP services 
increased. An end-line survey (n=442) conducted revealed that, 
as a result, 86% of children surveyed felt safer, were happier with 
their alternative care arrangements, and had more confidence in 
the CP system compared to 49% during baseline.

Location:

Tanzania

Date:

2019

Citation:

Adapted from: Nyakoto, R. 
(2019). Linking formal and 
informal systems to strengthen 
protection of refugee children. 
Plan International Tanzania.
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This connection and collaboration is not done through one event, but through systematic engagement 
that is flexible and iterative. Allow yourself to be open to a process that may be slow or take continued 
efforts. 

How can you ensure your programming supports these processes?
As is reflected through much of the Reflective Field Guide, the mindset of how we work must change to 
increase the formation of positive linkages between formal and informal CP systems. 

Do Don’t

Foster an environment that seeks to understand 
existing CP systems at all levels and to 
recognize their critical role as a partner in 
responding to the needs of children.

Set up parallel systems that will duplicate or 
undermine existing systems or reduce the 
capacity of those systems.

Establish a broader view of the actors, 
structures, and systems in the CP system and 
support linkages through the guidance and 
leadership of communities.

Have a narrow view of CP systems. It is not just 
government and INGOs, but a broad range of 
actors operating across the socio-ecological 
framework and sectors, including CBOs, 
communities, families, etc.

Allow for creative thinking that is not always 
linear, which requires continuous engagement 
with communities and other stakeholders, and 
that may not be easily measured by standard 
indicators

Limit linkages between formal and informal 
systems to just one intervention (e.g., case 
management) or standard benchmarks of 
success.

Ensure that staff have the needed capacities 
and time to learn about the context and its 
systems, identify actors, build relationships 
with community members and actors within the 
system, and to identify ways of engaging at all 
these levels.

Enforce standardized approaches that may 
do potential harm or lead to unsustainable 
programming.

Ensure your reflection does not only focus on 
the relationship you, as CP actor, have with 
both formal and non-formal actors, but try to 
understand how all these different actors relate 
to each other.
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Child Fund International’s Community Links SMS initiative aims to strengthen CP referral pathways 
and linkages between formal and informal CP systems to better address the needs of Ebola-affect-
ed children in Liberia using a mobile technology platform. In collaboration with Root Change and 
Medic Mobile, Child Fund International adapted a two-way SMS-based mobile technology messag-
ing system for CP case management and referral. It allows Ministry of Gender, Children, and Social 
Protection social workers and other formal CP actors to conduct remote follow-up and monitoring 
of the well-being and reintegration of Ebola-affected children when they are discharged from Interim 
Care Centers or Ebola Treatment units. It also supports informal CBCP actors at the community 
level to connect these children with referral to protection, health, and education services. The SMS 
platform is aligned with the Ministry’s existing Child Tracking Form and case management protocols, 
and it offers efficient, secure, time and cost-effective, context-sensitive, real-time analytics, and link-
ages (Child Fund International Liberia, 2015).
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GUIDANCE NOTE 10: 
Reflecting on the Quality of Your 
Partnership with Communities

You will be working with communities to identify CP risks that communities want to address (Guidance 
Note 6), setting goals for those actions (Guidance Note 8), and deciding how you will monitor your joint 
progress to address those risks.

While you have your own program cycle M&E processes and compliance standards with your donors, the 
focus here is on community-driven actions to hold themselves accountable to their own work on behalf of 
children. It is essential to work with community members and children to develop collective goals and de-
sign M&E processes of their own. The terminology “monitoring” and “evaluation” should not be imposed 
on communities. Participatory approaches to M&E differ from agencies’ program-cycle approaches, as 
they are led by the community, their processes, and their priorities.

Monitoring and Evaluation are linked, but separate processes39 

Designing a monitoring plan together with the community
During action planning in the community, it will be helpful to allocate time to discuss how the community 
keeps track of which steps they have taken along the way and how they will identify gaps or challenges 
that require adjustments to the Action Plan. Every community will have its own approaches to measuring 
change. It is important to frame these processes with local language and methods, as the terminology 
used by external humanitarian actors can be alienating.

This conversation should be an ongoing dialogue aiming to develop a contextualized framework. Some 
considerations for these discussions may be:

1. If the child protection issue that you have prioritized is successfully addressed, what does that  
look like? 

2. How would you suggest keeping track of progress?

3. How would you suggest adjusting plans if progress toward the goal is lagging? 

4. Is it helpful to consult others in the community to gather their opinion about the progress?

Monitoring is 
the systematic 
gathering of 

information that 
assesses  

progress over time

Evaluation 
assesses specific 

information at 
specific time points to 
determine if actions 
taken have achieved 

intended results
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5. Who should be involved in these discussions?

This discussion may naturally lead to reflecting on the Action Plan and various methodologies for mon-
itoring the actions. Specifically, in a CCP program, you may want to encourage the community to think 
about what it means to monitor each step they have identified to reach their goals, consider what methods 
should be available to monitor the changing environment and needs around children, and determine how 
they could modify or adapt their Action Plan from this feedback. It may also be important to monitor 
various inputs that were listed as required to support the Action Plan. 

As an example, community members in a camp for IDPs might be concerned about the lack of activities 
for older children and adolescents, which left them loitering in the camp and at risk of getting engaged in 
harmful behaviors (e.g., violence, drinking, drug use, crime). Concerned community members could agree 
on actions to address the concerns, for instance; supporting older adolescents and youth volunteers 
providing positive activities for older children; advocating for support to access educational opportunities; 
or other actions they think could be effective. The community members should develop ways of learning 
if those activities are being implemented and if they have had the intended impact; that is, if children are 
returning to school, or the recreational activities are leading to improved well-being for children. With 
this information they can measure their effectiveness, appropriateness, relevance, etc., to make needed 
changes in their actions, if needed.

It is important to develop a healthy and open communication about reflecting on progress and challenges 
so that when there are check-ins, it is in good spirits and does not feel like community actions are being 
criticized. 

 
Participatory monitoring should help those involved to learn to draw conclusions for  
decision making out of the “practice-error-reflection-correction-and-action” process and to 
guide the activities according to “lessons learned.” 40

Designing an evaluation plan
While monitoring is important to ensure community actions are headed in the right direction, evaluations 
are meant to measure the overall impact of a program or a response. An evaluation is an assessment 
of the program at a specific point in time. It compares the actual project outcomes against the planned 
objectives. It looks at what you set out to do, what you have achieved, and how you achieved it. It should 
result in recommendations to improve the running actions and the impact. 

During an Action Plan process, the community will have identified goals for their work to address risks to 
children. At the time of development of the Action Plan, it is advised to discuss with involved community 
members what successful implementation of the action looks like. At regular moments, set by the com-
munity, you can facilitate reflection using questions such as:

1. How did your action impact the lives of children (until this moment)?

2. Is the change you are seeing the result of this action or might there be another reason for the 
change? 

a. If it is a result of the action, what went well? 

b. If it is not the result of the action, what happened? Is there a need to adjust the action? 

3. What helped you to achieve impact? What prevented you from reaching a goal?
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As part of this discussion, it is critical to capture success stories. Identifying what is working, documenting 
the process and the impact the action has had, and sharing it with the wider community can generate 
energy and passion around other parts of the Action Plan. It can also encourage more participation from 
other community members. Evaluations are used to ensure community accountability to children and 
families and to learn from the approaches used.

 � Participatory evaluation is a process of involving participants in programs to reflect critically on their 
own projects, programs, aims, and leadership.

 � Its value is that it continues the process of action-reflection and increases the awareness that 
people themselves can shape their own lives and destiny. 

 � The people themselves examine the strengths and weaknesses so that they can contribute more to 
the success of their own work.

 � The main purpose of participatory evaluation is to have a positive effect on the participants’ own 
lives and the community of which they are a part.41

Mechanisms for community, family, and child feedback

 
A feedback mechanism is a comprehensive system designed to capture and report the viewpoint of 
girls, boys, and young people; communities; and partners about an agency’s work to improve it.42 

Real accountability to children and their families means providing opportunities for them to decide whether 
and how you work with them, and the power to hold you accountable for what you do. Community-level 
action can practice accountability through:

 � Participation: Actively listen to views of girls, boys, men, and women and decide together on the 
ways you will work together to support children, families, and communities.

 � Information sharing: Provide information about the community actions in accessible formats that 
all girls, boys, men, and women can understand easily.

 � Respond to feedback: Ensure mechanisms are available to seek views and concerns from the 
children and families you work with. Provide a timely response to their complaints with details 
about the decisions and actions taken, and involve community members in discussion as to how to 
appropriately respond to the feedback/complaints received.

The main steps to developing feedback and complaint mechanisms include:43

 
1. Decide who in your agency should be in a team to develop the design (e.g., M&E staff, 

management, field staff).

2. In your context analysis consider what already exists in the community, the most appropriate 
methods for the context, possible risks, and capacities that you and your partners will need to 
establish the mechanism, among other strategic considerations.

3. Decide what type of feedback is important for you to have (specific, all-inclusive?).

4. Define how the mechanisms align with your agency’s policies and programming..

5. Consult with children, adolescents, men, women, community leaders, and the wider community 
on the methods of feedback that would be most relevant, appropriate, and useful. Consider these 
alongside your resources and capacities.
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6. In designing your mechanisms consider factors such as age, gender, inclusion, as well as how to 
ensure confidentiality, safety, and conflict sensitivity.

7. Design the feedback process: what actions are taken, by whom, at different stages. 

8. Plan what resources are needed and mobilize adequate resources (e.g., human, logistical, financial, 
technology).

9. Develop plans for implementation and staff capacity building.

10. Consult with community members on how to raise awareness and inform the community about the 
system and how it works.

11. Support community members in community awareness activities.

12. Implement the feedback process.

13. Receive feedback. 

14. Categorize that feedback according to your plan.

15. Respond to that feedback according to your feedback process plan.

16. Close the process once that feedback has been addressed, inform the community of your actions, 
and ask them how satisfied they are with your response.

There are many types of complaint and feedback mechanisms.44  For example, you can conduct com-
munity or children consultations in a focus group-type format to learn about community members’ and/
or children’s opinions of your programs. Child-friendly feedback forms can provide a format for collecting 
written feedback from children with age-appropriate questions that consider cognitive and literacy abil-
ities. Another example of a feedback mechanism is to conduct town hall meetings where families and 
community members can share their thoughts and feedback directly. 

You may also consider making suggestion boxes available for use. This is especially helpful to support 
anonymous feedback. While anonymity may allow for more open feedback, it limits your ability to follow up 
on CP incidents or reporting of exploitation. Innovative approaches include setting up a hotline to receive 
phone calls or SMS feedback. 

You will have to consider what methods are most appropriate to your context. It is important to have some 
different methods that are inclusive of all community members. Resources are discussed below to help 
you develop feedback mechanisms.

Collecting feedback is only part of the accountability system. Feedback is collected to build trust within 
the community and to improve your programming. Therefore, you need to respond fully to complaints and 
feedback that you receive. From analyzing the data you collect, you can identify areas that need improve-
ment, activities that should be initiated, and even complaints that may require more formalized follow-up. 

Respond back to the people who have provided feedback! Let them know the findings of the feedback 
provided and how you will use the information to adjust the community Action Plan. Additional external 
resources are also available below.

Helpful tools for external actors
While the focus of this guidance is on appropriate community processes for tracking their CP actions, you, 
as a CP actor, will still need to provide documentation for your own programmatic reporting. Below are a 
couple of ideas and tools. These are not meant to be prescribed to communities but could guide you (as 
an external actor/facilitator) in your discussions with communities. 
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Success story documentation
At all stages of your CCP interventions, you should look at what you are learning from the process and 
determine how to record it for future programs. It is important to document the successes together with 
the community and present the outcome back to them, as it may motivate continuation/further action. 
There are many different ways that success can be documented—in writing, with photos or videos, audio 
recordings, or a combination of these. Allow the community to decide their way of capturing success. 
The outcomes of the community M&E efforts can be used by agencies to report on the success or chal-
lenges of the program. Most of the time, agencies are required to monitor and evaluate the success of the 
program beyond the systems set in place by the community. 

Case studies
Humanitarian CP actors write “case studies” as a common form of documentation. Below is a template 
to consider:

 
Sample Case Study Template

Title: (e.g., Meaningful Child Participation in Disaster Preparedness)

Country, location: (e.g., region, province, village) 

Description of humanitarian context: (e.g., disaster early warning)

Agency(ies) and case study author(s):

Summary sentence: One opening sentence that summarizes the case study (e.g., This case study 
describes a child- and youth-led Disaster Preparedness in Quezon Province, Philippines.).

Background: (1 paragraph)

2-3 lines to introduce the humanitarian context

2-3 lines to explain the specific needs of girls and boys in general

2-3 lines to give an overview of the gaps in services for children and/or youth, including the gaps 
that this project responds to

Programmatic action: (1 paragraph)

The overall goal/aim of the intervention 

The main components of the intervention, specific approaches that were used in the project. Em-
phasize those presented in guidance as good practice (e.g., building on community resources, 
supporting community-identified concerns, community-planned interventions).

Key activities that contributed to positive outcomes

Achievements: (½ page)

These may be at differing levels (e.g., individual child/children, family, community) depending on the 
aim of the intervention, though it is important to note unintended outcomes (positive and negative).  
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Examples could include:

 � Change in children’s well-being, sense of safety, ability to protect themselves and others, feeling 
of inclusion and ability to contribute to family and community protection, etc.

 � Change in families’ abilities to protect children, contribute to wider protection efforts in the 
community, influence on protection systems, etc.

 � Change in community protective functions, ability to mobilize resources for child protection, 
influence wider systems of protection, etc. 

Quotes and Photos

If possible, include real quotes from project staff, volunteers, or children. Photos are also very useful, 
ensuring consent is given and safeguarding considerations are made.

Quality scorecards
Scorecards are simple formats for you to continually check on the progress of your CCP programming. 
You fill it in with the key actions and processes that were agreed on to achieve your aim. You can update 
these on a regular basis. Analyzing results (e.g., which “yes” areas to celebrate and which “no” areas to 
act on) will help to ensure that the program is meeting the needs of children.

Below is a sample scorecard. Contextualize it to meet timeframes agreed on or add other standards that 
communities wish to apply. Adapted from Plan International’s Program Quality, Impact, and Accountability 
Toolkit. 

Plan International (2020).
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General Information

Date of Scorecard Completion:

Name of Person Completing Scorecard:

Title of Person Completing Scorecard:

Reporting Period:

Location:

Standards for Self-Assessment Yes Partly No Explain

1. A context analysis has been undertaken that 
includes, at a minimum:

a. Community understandings of and priorities 
on child protection risks

b. Internal resources the community can mobi-
lize for protection

c. Risk analysis of potential harm of external 
involvement in CCP

d. Strategies for strengthening community-led 
approaches with a long-term perspective

2. Children and adolescents have defined roles that 
contribute in demonstrable ways according to their 
development and abilities.

3. Approaches demonstrate participation by persons 
who are especially vulnerable to discrimination and 
marginalization.

4. There is a capacity-building plan based on 
assessed needs and analysis of most appropriate 
approaches and actors. Check all elements that 
may apply:

a. Contextualized understanding of child protec-
tion and risk concepts

b. Mapping local resources of risk and protec-
tion
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c. Roles and responsibilities in committees or 
networks (if applicable)

d. Identification of children at particular risk and 
appropriate responses

e. Approaches to advocacy and prevention that 
build on local capacities

f. Other (please list)

5. There is/are Action Plan(s) developed in 
collaboration with the community that define 
(check all that apply):

a. Priority concerns and actions for prevention 
and response

b. Roles and responsibilities of community and 
external actors (including resource inputs)

6. Linkages are in place to facilitate referral to and 
support from other elements of the formal system 
when needed, including other sector responses.

7. Child-friendly feedback, monitoring, accountability 
mechanisms developed in consultation with the 
community are established and regularly reviewed.
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GUIDANCE NOTE 11: 
Community-level Child Protection in  
Humanitarian Action: The Need for a  
Shift in Mindset

 
To transform your agency’s and CP practices, you first have to transform yourselves. An 
essential first step is to reflect on your own mindsets, values, and attitudes.45 

Facilitative program approaches
In humanitarian settings, agencies often have to work as quickly as possible to address protection risks in 
the community. It is not always possible to take the slow, deliberative approach that evidence indicates will 
establish effective and sustainable CCP. As has been discussed in earlier chapters, it may not always be 
appropriate to mobilize communities in humanitarian contexts. However, even when it is determined that 
a more “top-down” approach is necessary to meet immediate and urgent protection needs (e.g., forming 
protection committees or establishing safe spaces), there are some steps in establishing the groundwork 
of a participatory process that can support and plan for increasing degrees of community leadership over 
time, and as appropriate.

This Reflective Field Guide invites us to reflect on how to implement community-level approaches that 
uphold the principles of CP programming. As noted, this will require an honest examination of your own 
attitudes and approaches, the openness to deal with some discomfort, and the flexibility to embrace other 
ways of working. 

Part 4 presented Key Considerations for effective community engagement, and below is a brief summary 
of those particularly important for considering the kinds of adaptations you may need to make as practi-
tioners, and within your agencies.

 � Establish from the outset the expectation that your external support is temporary, and you want to 
build on the resources and capacities of the community. 

 � Promote and maintain transparency – be candid about the agency’s agenda mission/purpose, 
funding priorities, etc., at the appropriate time and with appropriate sensitivity. 

 � Begin your deep context analysis as soon as possible, even if you are required to provide 
immediate direct services (see Key Considerations and How to Guides). Ensure that information 
gathering is an iterative and ongoing process, and that it informs programming and keeps it 
relevant and adaptable.

 � Emphasize dialogue with and between community members to begin to outline what participation 
would look like in the processes of your community engagement.

 � Place emphasis on the protection priorities of the community. Find flexible approaches to meet 
needs that may not “align” to the priorities of your agency or funding sources.

 � Facilitate problem-solving dialogues to develop responses to the community’s prioritized risks that 
are relevant, appropriate, and harness the community’s capacities and resources.
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 � Provide regular and ongoing feedback to the community regarding assessments, programming 
decisions, monitoring, evaluations, etc. This is critical for building trust and establishing 
transparency.

 � Make space for meaningful community feedback through accessible and appropriate mechanisms, 
and openly use that feedback to refine approaches based on community perceptions. 

 � Increase focus on preparedness and ways to mitigate potential risks and challenges, which 
evidence shows can very effectively be done through community-level approaches.

 � If and when appropriate, act as an intermediary, linking communities with a formal CP system and 
institutions. This brings grassroots knowledge to higher level decision-making bodies and broadens 
the protective environment for children.

 � Use training and capacity building as opportunities to facilitate positive social change from within 
communities themselves. Be responsive to community and partner organizations’ priorities for 
capacity building, even when they are not the same as your training priorities.

 � Strengthen collaboration and coordination mechanisms among humanitarian actors to develop 
consistent and harmonized approaches to CCP.
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CASE STUDY:
Providing Psychosocial Support  
Through Trained Volunteers

Malimono is a rural barangay situated in the hills around Marawi 
City. This is not a displacement setting, but it is remote. Plan 
International Philippines and the national NGO Balay Rehabili-
tation supported Child-Friendly and Woman-Friendly Spaces in 
Malimono as part of the Marawi siege response in 2017-2018. 
Female volunteers from the barangay implemented activities that 
focused on skill building and psychosocial support for both target 
audiences. Systems strengthening was also a core component 
with the local government units, including the development of a 
referral pathway for CP and GBV.

The CFS facilitators extended their contributions beyond their 
defined scope of work. They received small financial incentives 
as facilitators, which they then used to purchase slippers and 
food to cook for the children in the initiative. They also began a 
project of their own to purchase educational materials and once 
a week take them to a satellite learning center, a two-hour walk, 
to voluntarily run sessions for children in a remote area.

Facilitators shared that the support they received in terms of 
capacity building had many positive outcomes for them and for 
the women and children in their community:

• Seeing positive changes in the children and women partici-
pants during the course of the project

• Public greetings and appreciation when they encountered 
participants out in the community

• A sense of having contributed something valuable to their 
community

• Learning and developing their own skills, leading some to 
consider getting professional training in education and social 
services

When asked what contributes to effective community engagement 
volunteering, especially why they have gone beyond the scope of 
their work, the women summed up the needed ingredients as 
empathy, patience, love, and motivation. 

Location:

Marawi, Phillippines

Date:

2017-2018

Citation:

Focus group discussion with 
community volunteers, Plan 
International, December 2018.
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Building on community resources

 
Evidence shows that introducing large sums of financial or material resources (including 
payments to individuals for their participation in activities) can weaken community owner-
ship and limit sustainability. Exceptions may be made for small supports (such as phone 
credit, notebooks, refreshments, or uniforms) that are given in exchange for performing 
agreed-upon responsibilities. In such cases, interagency coordination is required to decide 
how best to provide and standardize support. It may be worth considering financial support 
to whole-community initiatives as opposed to resourcing individuals.46

You have learned that motivated volunteerism is key to effective and sustainable community-level work. 
This reality advises us to limit the input of large amounts of external resources (financial and human) at the 
outset but focus on motivating activities supporting the natural commitment to volunteerism. 

You must also reflect on your expectations of volunteers in your programs, listening to community mem-
bers determine what is a reasonable amount of time each person should volunteer. In addition to consid-
ering time expectations, you must weigh decisions about payment with other forms of recognition. There 
are many ways to sustain and motivate the spirit of volunteerism, such as capacity-building opportunities, 
and public acknowledgment and appreciation. If there are expectations that volunteers will be needing 
transportation or communication resources to undertake their work, these should be provided. Those 
expectations should be discussed in depth and be clear from the outset of any programming. It is also im-
portant that there be consistency across organizations so as not to create confusion or tensions between 
volunteers if incentives are significantly different across humanitarian agencies.

In light of the increasing reliance on volunteers taking on para-professional duties, such as case manage-
ment and counseling, it is important that capacity building take into consideration these expectations, 
means of engagement, and appropriate support. Capacity-building efforts to develop those skills can 
offer possibilities for future employment, which could be highly motivating. Experience shows, though, 
high turnover rates for volunteers carrying out these functions due to burnout, income-generating needs, 
and other challenges to long-term volunteerism. This is an important area to address in strengthening 
community engagement.
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CASE STUDY:
Child Protection Coaching Program  
for Outreach Volunteers

Due to the Syrian conflict, Lebanon is now the country with the 
highest number of refugees per capita in the world. An estimated 
55% of the refugee population are children under the age of 18. 
The situation for Syrian refugee children in Lebanon remains dire, 
as children continue to face significant barriers to access their 
basic rights, including safety, protection, education, and birth 
registration. Unaccompanied and separated children (UASC), as 
well as children with disabilities, are particularly marginalized and 
at high risk of violence, discrimination, inequity, and exclusion. 
UASCs face the risk of resorting to working in dangerous and 
exploitative conditions. 

UNHCR, in partnership with the International Rescue Committee 
(IRC), has been implementing a national capacity-building project 
since 2014, called the “Interagency Coaching Program.” The 
program trains child protection outreach volunteers (CP OVs) 
from the refugee community to respond to low-and medium-risk 
cases of UASC, children with disabilities, and their caregivers. 
Those targeted are at heightened risk but may not be eligible 
for individual case management or benefit from complementary 
community-based support. The CP OV interventions are part of, 
and complementary to, the case planning conducted by special-
ized CP case management actors, including partners of UNHCR. 
Case workers supervise and oversee the CP OVs.

The Specialized CP OV project sought to use the capacities in 
the community to support the large number of children in need. 
The CP OVs are identified through self-referral, the ProGres 
Database, or through participatory assessments and communi-
ty-based activities to find those who had relevant education or 
experience working with children. CP OVs have a clear Terms of 
Reference in place and receive a 15-hour induction training in safe 
identification and referral of CP cases, effective communication 
skills, community engagement, conflict resolution, psychological 
first aid, and other topics before beginning their volunteering 
experience. 

Location:

Lebanon

Date:

2019

Citation:

UNHCR. (2019). Child protection 
coaching program for Outreach 
Volunteers (adapted).
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The skills and experience they receive as CP OVs could be used 
when they return to Syria.

The program has led to an increase in identification and referral of 
protection cases, as well as specialized support to children who 
previously did not receive it. CP OVs have developed confidence 
in supporting vulnerable children, as well as their parents. Special-
ized case workers have strengthened their skills in supervision. 
Overall, children and their caregivers feel comfortable receiving 
support from their own community members, strengthening 
community-level protection.
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Transforming organizational approaches

 
A crucial first step to improving the synergy between a local and an external protection 
agency is for outside actors to acknowledge people at risk as independent actors with 
significant capacity. However, for any true progress to take place, outside actors must go 
farther and place local understanding of protection threats and local strategies at the very 
center of their own activities by giving affected communities and individuals actual control 
and decision-making power over programs and projects. If based on humanitarian princi-
ples and done with sufficient caution, sensitivity, and mentoring, such a move would not 
only strengthen a local agency, but would also inform and improve an external agency.47 

The real change toward more effective CCP will have to happen within humanitarian agencies. Our his-
torically “top-down” approaches are very institutionalized and shaped by donor funding policies (e.g., 
short project timeframes, prioritization of specific CP issues), and the humanitarian architecture. This is an 
important time for reflection within your agencies as to what changes need to be made to be more flexible, 
adaptable, and innovative in designing CCP initiatives.

The following are some suggestions:

 � Engage with donors to adapt funding systems, timeframes, and reporting that are appropriate 
for different levels of community involvement. This advocacy will require humanitarian actors to 
better document effective approaches and share learning on the positive results from different 
approaches.

 � Program design takes a long-term perspective:

 ° Plan from the very beginning for transitioning from “top-down” interventions if they are required 
to meet immediate needs. It may also be possible to begin a more “bottom-up” approach 
parallel to initial efforts.

 ° Consider flexible program approaches that can respond and adapt to changing circumstances 
or new ideas and, to the extent possible, allow them to be shaped through community 
engagement rather than predetermined.

 ° Budget for ongoing mapping and action planning with adequate resources, such as dedicated 
staff time and support costs (e.g., travel).

 ° Design M&E frameworks that include process indicators that track key components of 
community-level engagement.

 � Have a strong physical presence in the communities in which you work, to the extent possible 
(e.g., office space), and prioritize hiring local staff.

 � Focus capacity building on more than just CP technical skills; emphasis needs to be placed on the 
“soft skills” needed for effective community-level work (see above). These “soft skills,” however, are 
not just things you can be trained on. Instead, they need to be reflected in the overall organizational 
culture so that they are fostered and reinforced.

 � Function in a collaborative way with coordination structures and all other relevant parts of the CP 
system beyond just CP actors, developing systemic and standardized approaches to achieve CP 
and well-being.
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The Child Protection in Humanitarian Action Competency Framework: Testing Version identifies four Core 
Values that run through all behavioral and technical competencies – empathy, integrity, diversity, and 
inclusion.48  There are other attitudes and values that are important for community engagement, including 
respect, humility, compassion, patience, and non-judgmental attitude . The cultivation of these “soft skills” 
should be an important consideration for recruitment, capacity building, and supervision.
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PART 5: 
Terminology and Key Resources
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TERMINOLOGY
Verbal communication is one of the core ways humanitarian actors work with children, their families, com-
munity members, government officials, and others who protect children in humanitarian crises. However, 
terminology used by staff to describe risks that children face, actions to mitigate those risks, and available 
services are not always contextualized to the appropriate language and concepts of affected people. The 
importance of language and terminology cannot be underestimated.

 � It can affect the way you communicate with and are understood by one another.

 � It can lead to unintended power dynamics and exclusion of certain groups.

 � It can create a perceived sense of disrespect. 

 � It can lead to the design of interventions that undermine existing protective practices in 
communities.

Our terminology can alienate and, in some cases, remove affected people from technical and strategic 
discussions about what risks their children face, what can be done to address those risks, and how it 
should be implemented. As we define our work and its key concepts, it is important that we keep in mind 
how this terminology shapes and influences our programming.

At-risk groups/individuals49 
Children who are at risk of their protection rights being violated.

Capacity50 
To the human resources, funding, and infrastructure comprising a CP system.

Capacity building51  
The strengthening of knowledge, ability, skills, and resources to help individuals, communities, or organi-
zations to achieve agreed-upon goals.

Child52 
Persons below the age of 18 years.

Child-friendly53 
Working methods that do not discriminate against children and take into account their age, evolving 
capacities, diversity, and capabilities. These methods promote children’s confidence and ability to learn, 
speak out, share, and express their views. Sufficient time and appropriate information and materials are 
provided and communicated effectively to children. Staff and adults are approachable, respectful, and 
responsive.

Child participation54 
The manifestation of the right of every child to express his or her view, to have that view given all due con-
sideration, to influence decision making, and to achieve change. It is the informed and willing involvement 
of all children, including the most marginalized and those of different ages, genders, and disabilities, in 
any matter concerning them.
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Child well-being55 
A dynamic, subjective, and objective state of physical, cognitive, emotional, spiritual, and social health in 
which children:

 � Are safe from abuse, neglect, exploitation, and violence;

 � Have their basic needs, including survival and development, met;

 � Are connected to and cared for by primary caregivers;

 � Have the opportunity for supportive relationships with relatives, peers, teachers, community 
members, and society at large; and

 � Have the opportunities and elements required to exercise their agency based on their evolving 
capacities.

Community56  
Community is understood in different ways, depending on who you are, where you grew up, and how you 
view the world. Multiple communities can be present in the same geographical area. Children and families 
often identify with multiple types of communities at one time, such as those who share common social and 
cultural values, live in a specific geographical setting, or are connected through virtual communities using 
technology. For common definitions of the term “community,” see Community-based Child Protection in 
Humanitarian Action: Terminology and Definitions

Community-led child protection57 
Approaches that are led by a collective, community-driven process rather than by an NGO, UN agency, 
or other outside actor.

Community-level approaches58 
Approaches that seek to ensure that community members are able to protect children and ensure their 
right to healthy development.

Contextualization
The process of interpreting or adapting (guidance) to context; the process of debating, determining, 
and agreeing on the meaning of global guidance in a given local situation; “translating” the meaning and 
guidance … a country (or region) so as to make the content … appropriate and meaningful to the given 
circumstances.

Deep context analysis59 
A process of deep listening and learning about the local context in which you are implementing CP  
activities.

 � Takes a holistic view that looks at children’s needs and resources over time

 � Focuses on how and why things function the way they do

 � Does not focus on predetermined categories of risk and protection

 � Emphasizes learning through dialogue, not surveys

External humanitarian CP actors
Humanitarian CP staff and volunteers belonging to agencies or organizations not originating from the 
communities in which they implement programming.
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Functions60 
What a system does to achieve its goals.

Qualitative data61 
Data collected through case studies, interviews, etc., to provide description, experience, and meaning.

Risk62 
In humanitarian action, risk is the likelihood of harm occurring from a hazard and the potential losses to 
lives, livelihoods, assets, and services. It is the probability of external and internal threats occurring in 
combination with the existence of individual vulnerabilities.
For CP, risk refers to the likelihood that violations of and threats to children’s rights will manifest and cause 
harm to children.

Social norms63 
Rules of behavior that are generally expected and supported in a given context. Violence, abuse, neglect, 
and exploitation can be prevented by positive social norms or can be upheld by negative social norms, 
such as the “right” of parents to hit their children.

Structure64 
Is used in various ways: it may refer to the framework within which agents in the system interact and 
form relationships; it also may at times be used to describe more concrete features of a system, such as 
physical space; or it may refer to the relationship between components within the system.

System65  
A set of things that interconnect in such a way that they produce their own pattern of behavior over time. 
All systems consist of three broad categories of “things”: elements, interconnections, and a function or 
purpose. In CP we refer to these as components, interconnections, and a goal.

 � Formal: Elements of a system that are established or sanctioned by the government and guided by 
laws, regulations, and policies.

 � Non-formal: Elements of a system that do not have state/government mandates for the protective 
functions they fulfill. Instead, they are shaped by attitudes, values, behaviors, social norms, and 
traditional practices in society.
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SELECTED RESOURCES
There are many useful resources to more deeply explore the concepts and approaches presented in this 
Reflective Field Guide. The following represent only a selection of the important references. 

 
For an extensive collection of documentation relating to CCP approaches, please go to The Alliance 
Resource Library to search by key words.

Core guidance
Child Frontiers. (2016). Adapting to learn, learning to adapt: Overview of and considerations for CP sys-
tems strengthening in emergencies. The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action. Retrieved 
from: link.

 ¾ This report provides an overview of CP systems strengthening in emergencies, key concepts, 
and considerations for field practitioners interested in the planning and practice of CP systems 
strengthening activities in humanitarian contexts. It summarizes the minimum understanding that 
practitioners must have and key considerations they must address for CP systems strengthening. 

The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action (Alliance). (2019). Child protection in humanitarian 
action (CPHA) competency framework: Testing version. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ The 2019 Competency Framework is a revision of the 2010 CPIE Competency Framework that the 
Learning and Development Working Group (LDWG) of the Alliance is currently developing. Both 
documents provide interagency standards to build the capacity of the CPHA sector. They include 
common expectations for staff recruitment, performance management, and professional development 
to more effectively protect children in emergencies. LDWG is due to release the 2019 framework. 

The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action. (2019). Community-based child protection hu-
man action: Definitions and terminology. New York, NY: Author. Retrieved from: link. 

 ¾ This resource provides a list of common CBCP-related terms used by humanitarian actors, and their 
definitions. It is intended to show the evolving definitions around CBCP. Terms discussed include 
community, community-based, CBCP, community-driven, formal CP system, informal CP system, 
family and kinship structures, and child welfare workforce.

The Alliance for Child Protection in Humanitarian Action. (2019). Minimum Standards for Child Protection 
in Humanitarian Action (2019 ed.). Retrieved from: link. 

 ¾ The CPMS is one of the critical resources for humanitarian workers globally, playing a key role in 
working to strengthen the quality and accountability of CP programming. The Standards present a 
clear basis for coordination, expectations of appropriate responses, improved monitoring, reports, 
etc. CPMS provides practitioners working in CP or related areas of humanitarian action with 
descriptions of the global expectations for what actions are minimally necessary to protect children 
in humanitarian settings.
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Child Resilience Alliance. (2018). Supporting community-led child protection processes: A guide and 
toolkit for reflective practice. New York, NY: Author. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ Created by the Child Resilience Alliance (formerly the Columbia Group for Children in Adversity), this 
Guide and Toolkit represent many years of research. In particular, they draw on deep work in Sierra 
Leone and Kenya, learning from both communities and practitioners there. Inputs were also gathered 
from people around the world who have extensive practical experience in community-led work. 
Ethnographic Principles, Ethnographic Tools, Facilitation Skills

Methods and approaches
Actionaid. (n.d.). Safety with dignity: A field manual for integrating community-based protection across 
humanitarian programs. Camperdown, NSW: Actionaid. Retrieved from: link. 

 ¾ This manual aims to provide practical guidance for NGO field staff on how to integrate a community-
based protection approach into programs. It also aims to help apply community-based protection in 
practice and therefore concentrates on the central components of this definition: activities aimed at 
facilitating individuals and communities to achieve respect for rights in safety and dignity.

Ager, A., et al. (2010). Participative ranking methodology: A brief guide. Version 1.1. New York, NY: Mail-
man School of Public Health Columbia University. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This is a practical guide to the Participatory Ranking Methodology (PRM). PRM is a “mixed-methods” 
approach to data collection in which a group of knowledgeable participants are guided in generating 
responses to a specific question or set of questions.

Bouris, S. (2006). Working with communities: A toolbox. International Federation of Red Cross (IFRCRC).

 ¾ The Toolbox provides IFRC program staff, community leaders, and IFRC volunteers with a common 
approach for working with and strengthening the active participation of communities, though it 
could be of interest to other organizations. It includes standard definitions, practical guidance, and 
participatory tools and methods to engage communities through the project cycle. It provides a 
catalog and synthesis of more than 150 existing tools, guidance notes, and best practices that are 
used throughout the Federation to implement community development projects effectively.

Conflict Sensitivity. Conflict Sensitive Approaches to Development, Humanitarian Assistance, and Peace-
building Resource Pack. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This Resource Pack seeks to document current practice, available frameworks, and lessons learned. 
At its heart is the concept of “conflict sensitivity” – the notion of systematically taking into account 
both the positive and negative impact of interventions, in terms of conflict or peace dynamics, on 
the contexts in which they are undertaken, and, conversely, the impact of these contexts on the 
interventions.

Child Protection Working Group (CPWG) Sudan. (2012). Working with community-based child protection 
committees and networks: Handbook for facilitators. Hong Kong: Child Frontiers Ltd. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ The handbook is to assist program and field staff in the establishment, capacity building, and support 
of Community-Based Child Protection Committees and Networks (CBCPC/Ns) with their work 
protecting children. It should be considered as a guide rather than a prescriptive manual, and staff 
should feel free to supplement the materials as necessary to suit the individual characteristics of the 
CBCPC/Ns they are working with and the local conditions.
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IRC, et al. (2009). ARC resource pack. IRC, Save the Children, OHCHR, UNHCR, UNICEF. 
Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ The ARC resource pack is an interagency collaboration between IRC, Save the Children, OHCHR, 
UNHCR, and UNICEF, funded by the European Commission Humanitarian Aid Department and the 
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency. The ARC resource pack aims to improve 
people’s capacity: to tackle the root causes of children’s vulnerabilities; to build effective CP systems 
for use in emergencies and long-term development; and to ensure that no activities inadvertently 
compromise children’s rights or safety. Of particular relevance to CCP:

 ° Study material: Foundation module 4: Participation and inclusion. Retrieved from: link

 ° Foundation Module 6: Community Mobilization. Retrieved from: link 

Facilitator and foundational materials may also be of interest.

International Institute for Child Rights and Development. (2016) Outcome mapping to support reflective 
action in child protection training guide: Social cohesion and peacebuilding through child protection and 
education in Chad and Burundi. 

 ¾ Training package for partners in strategies/tools to better understand, strengthen, and measure 
social cohesion and peacebuilding through CP and education. It is intended to prepare participants 
to pilot new community engagement and monitoring tools and create action plan pilot tools. (link)

INTRAC. (2017) Participatory Learning and Action (PLA). Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ A brief, but comprehensive overview of the development of PLA approaches, process of undertaking 
PLA research, and some of the most common methods. 

Keeping Children Safe. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ Keeping Children Safe represents a commitment by organizations worldwide to protect children 
by developing and promoting a set of robust and comprehensive International Child Safeguarding 
Standards that all organizations can and should follow. 

Lessons Learned: Conducting Research on Community-based Child Protection Mechanisms. 
Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This guidance is a product of discussions on lessons learned from research conducted in West and 
East Africa. It compiles insights from the three days of reflection, dialogue, and consensus building. 
It is intended as an aid for other groups and initiatives in the planning and execution of ethnographic 
research on community-based CP mechanisms, and to assist the learning of other groups and 
initiatives that study community-based CP mechanisms.

Safety with Dignity: A field manual for integrating community-based protection across humanitarian  
programs. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This manual aims to provide practical guidance for NGO field staff on how to integrate a community-
based protection approach into programs. It is aimed to benefit NGO field staff across a diverse 
range of sectors. It can be used in disasters, armed conflict, displacement, and protracted crisis 
contexts. The manual can be adapted for use with local partners, community-based organizations 
(CBOs), and communities.
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War Child UK. (2019). A new approach to the reintegration of all children associated with armed forces 
and armed groups. London: Author. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This report begins with a summary of harms that Children Associated with Armed Forces and Armed 
Groups face, their needs for support and reintegration, and their role in peacebuilding efforts. The 
report advocates for supporting families and communities to enable successful reintegration. It argues 
that the best practices for reintegration are through comprehensive and long-term, community-
led programming that focuses on addressing the root causes of recruitment and preventing future 
recruitment. The paper cites six barriers to effective reintegration programming and five strategies 
to address these barriers of child and community participation; using local knowledge and capacity; 
improving the evidence base; the building capacity; and increasing funding. 

World Vision. (2019) Child protection and advocacy project model scenario planning and adaptation for 
fragile contexts: Draft. Middlesex: Author.

 ¾ This guidance material supports National Office staff working to implement the Child Protection and 
Advocacy (CP&A) model in any context, but it was designed specifically to assist staff working in a 
fragile context. The process enables teams to critically reflect on their operational context, analyze 
the barriers to implementation of CP&A and chosen interventions in their context, and seek practical 
and innovative solutions to overcome those barriers.

Meaningful child participation
Child Fund International (2010). Child and Youth Friendly Participatory Action Research Toolkit. Virginia: 
Author. 

 ¾ This toolkit describes methods for supporting children and youth participation in the identification 
and analysis of issues, and the planning and implementation of solutions. It can also help program 
staff understand CP problems/strengths; assess situations; develop and evaluate programs; develop 
protection measures, networks, response mechanisms; and find programmatic gaps.

INSPIRE Handbook. (2018). Action for implementing the seven strategies for ending violence against 
children. Geneva: World Health Organization. License: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ The INSPIRE Handbook builds on the INSPIRE technical package to help policymakers, planners, 
practitioners, funders, and advocates operationalize the seven strategies for ending violence against 
children in their country or setting. 

International Institute for Child Rights and Development. (2012). A Guide for Involving Young People in 
Monitoring & Evaluating Child Protection Systems. ICCRD. 

 ¾ This Guide is useful for practitioners and organizations wishing to involve young people in monitoring 
and evaluating (M&E) programs and projects related to CP systems. It draws on the experiences 
of a network of partners in Brazil, Canada, Colombia, and Thailand through the Child-Centered 
Accountability and Protection Evaluation (CAPE) project.

Pike, S. & Lenz, J. A. (2010). Child-friendly participatory assessment tools: A toolbox of ideas. Save the 
Children. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This resource includes 16 child-friendly participatory assessment tools that are commonly used in 
participatory assessment. One could adapt them for rapid assessment, M&E, or use them with other 
assessment tools. They include participatory tools to identify issues; prioritize, analyze, and plan 
action. Every tool includes objectives, materials needed, and steps to facilitate the activity. 
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Plan International UK. (2010). Child-centered DRR Toolkit. London: Plan International UK. 
Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This publication provides an overview of Plan’s child-centered disaster risk reduction work. It 
presents the results and recommendations of a five-year program and should be essential reading 
for anyone concerned about reducing the impacts of disasters, and it is particularly valuable for 
development and humanitarian practitioners, donors, and policy makers. It includes a series of case 
studies illustrating how child-centered DRR supports the delivery of the Hyogo Framework’s Priorities 
for Action, as well as the realization of children’s rights to education, health, and participation within 
disaster risk contexts. 

Plan International. (2018). Child-friendly feedback mechanisms: Guide and toolkit. United Kingdom: Plan 
International. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ The purpose of this guide is to support Plan International and its partners in developing or strengthening 
child-friendly feedback mechanisms in humanitarian settings. The step-by-step guidance and 
accompanying tools help humanitarian teams to design and implement feedback mechanisms in 
collaboration with children, young people, and communities.

Plan International. (2018). Child-centered multi-risk assessments: A field guide and toolkit. United King-
dom: Plan International. Retrieved from: link. 

 ¾ The purpose of a multi-risk assessment is to enable Plan International staff, civil society partners, 
children, and communities to comprehensively understand the multiple risks in a child’s environment, 
including pre-existing risks and new risks that emerge during and after crisis situations, such as 
natural hazards, conflict, and violence, and their impact on children’s rights. 

Save the Children Norway. (2008) Ethical Considerations for Children’s Participation in Data Collection 
Activities During Humanitarian Emergencies. Save the Children Norway. 

 ¾ These guidelines have been drawn up to ensure ethical, meaningful, and inclusive child participation 
practice, both with and by children, young people, and adults, during the Thematic Evaluation and 
Documentation process.

Save the Children UK. (2010) Putting children at the center: A practical guide to children’s participation. 
London: Save the Children UK. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ These guides are intended as practical guidance for Save the Children staff working at the Head 
Office and within country programs who want to support children’s meaningful involvement in the 
governance, planning, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of their work.

The UN Refugee Agency. (2012). Listen and learn: Participatory assessment with children and adoles-
cents. UNHCR. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This Tool sets out some specific considerations to be taken into account when working with girls 
and boys. It suggests a new approach to participatory assessments for children and adolescents. It 
describes the need for an ethical approach to participatory assessment and sets out the elements 
of such an approach. After providing some tips on preparation, the Tool then describes a range of 
participatory workshop methods that could be used by UNHCR, culminating in a sample workshop 
module.
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Research
Benham. (2008). Agencies, communities, and children: A report of the interagency learning initiative: 
Engaging communities for children’s well-being. Washington, DC: USAID. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This report, commissioned by the Interagency Learning Initiative: Engaging with Communities for Child 
Well‐being (ILI), examines the roles of external actors in community engagement to promote children’s 
safety and well-being from the perspective of external actors. The paper presents typologies of four 
basic approaches for engaging with communities: the process and methods of implementation; the 
roles of agencies, communities, and governments; the specific activities included and resources 
required; and the sustainability/continuity of initiatives. The paper also identifies 10 factors that enable 
good practice, including considerations of approach and process, resources (human, financial, time), 
scale, and human rights, and five constraints that relate to resources, conflict, and power.

Carstensen, N. (2010). Understanding and supporting community-led protection. Forced Migration Re-
view: 53. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This article explores the value of considering self-protection strategies used by communities in diverse 
contexts, summarizing key research findings on protection from the perspective communities. The 
author contrasts self-protection with the protective systems offered by international and national 
law, normative frameworks and services, and external actors. He compares the different ways each 
system understands “protection” and the strengths and limitations of these systems. 

The Columbia Group for Children in Adversity. (2011). A rapid ethnographic study of community-based 
child protection mechanisms and their linkage with the national child protection system of Sierra Leone. 
New York, NY: Author. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ This report summarizes the findings of an ethnographic study on CBCPMs and their linkage with 
national CP in Sierra Leone’s “bottom-up” perspectives of communities. The aim was to examine the 
effectiveness and sustainability of existing CBCPMs, to strengthen the linkages between CBCPMs 
and the national CP system, and to contribute to the overall strengthening of global CP practice.

War Child UK. (2010). Final report: Study of community-based child protection mechanisms in Uganda 
and the Democratic Republic of Congo. London: Author.

 ¾ War Child UK undertook this study to explore family and CBCPMs in Uganda and the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC). The objectives were to map and analyze CBCPMs, their functions, strengths, 
challenges, and limitations as external actors understand them and make recommendations to 
support War Child CBCP strategy development in Uganda and the DRC. 

Wessells, M. (2009) What Are We Learning About Protecting Children in the Community? An inter-agency 
review of the evidence on community-based child protection mechanisms in humanitarian and develop-
ment settings. The Save the Children Fund. Retrieved from: link. 

 ¾ The aim of this evaluation synthesis is to review, analyse, and summarise the available global evidence 
on community-based child protection groups. Intended as a first step in addressing the evidence 
gap discussed above, it seeks to identify the minimum preconditions that are required in order to 
make a community-based approach to child protection successful, sustainable, and scalable. It is 
conceptualised as part of a drive toward inter-agency learning that will lead to greater consensus 
on – and harmonisation of – effective approaches to community mobilisation and child protection.
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Wessells, M. G. (2015) Bottom-up approaches to strengthening child protection systems: Placing chil-
dren, families, and communities at the center: Child abuse and neglect. The International Journal. Elsevier 
Ltd. 43: 8-21. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ Efforts to strengthen national CP systems have frequently taken a top-down approach of imposing 
formal, government-managed services. Such expert-driven approaches are often characterized by 
low use of formal services and the misalignment of the non-formal and formal aspects of the CP 
system. This article examines an alternative approach of community-driven, bottom-up work that 
enables non-formal–formal collaboration and alignment, greater use of formal services, internally 
driven social change, and high levels of community ownership. 

Systems strengthening
Barnett, K. & Wedge, J. (2010). Child protection systems in emergencies: A discussion paper. London: 
Save the Children. Retrieved from: link.

 ¾ CPWG-commissioned paper discusses CP systems in emergencies from the perspective of external 
actors. This paper addresses the need for CP systems and defines CP systems, their boundaries, and 
their purpose. It further identifies potential challenges and opportunities in working with a systems 
approach in humanitarian contexts. The paper closes with areas for further learning on building or 
strengthening CP systems in crisis and the need for more evidence. 

Child Fund International. (2015). Strengthening community-based child protection referral pathways: A 
resource manual. Washington, DC: Child Fund International. 

 ¾ This manual was designed to help strengthen capacity among CBCP mechanisms and key 
stakeholders responsible for preventing and responding to CP concerns. It uses a participatory 
approach that attempts to define what communities themselves prioritize and need for their children.
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