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Children and young people who live in various children’s care projects face 
many difficult challenges.  First, the reasons why a child is separated from 
the protective environment of home and family usually involve a series of 
many misfortunes, and sometimes horrific abuse.  Leaving their previous 
living environment they are then confronted by a new living situation, new 
and unfamiliar caretakers, and new peers.  They must learn new rules, 
adopt new living arrangements, and try and make new relationships.  All 
this time they also must cope with loss, conflict, inner struggles, and the 
specific tasks associated with their age and psychosocial phase.  These 
transitions would be difficult for almost everyone, and perhaps especially 
so for children who are developing their personalities and ways of living 
in the world.

In visiting a project that cares for these children many different questions 
arise.  What should be observed?  What kinds of rules or protocol exist 
in the program, and what procedures should visitors follow?  What sorts 
of things can be seen that may point to an effective program, or might 
indicate an underlying gap?  What plans does the facility have for each 
child, both in their care and for their future?  Are families included in care 
activities?  What may be a worrying observation? 

Visitors may achieve maximum benefit and practical knowledge of a 
project by careful planning before the visit, and by carefully defining its 
specific objectives. By considering what may be important to observe and 
to constructively question these visits can provide a valuable opportunity 
to learn more about a project, its achievements, its challenges; these can 
subsequently assure and promote the highest standards of protection and 
care that these children deserve.  

I hope this guide will be valuable and practical for these purposes.

Carmen Madrinan
Executive Director
ECPAT International

Foreword
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For the purposes of this guide, a child is defined (as in the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989) as anyone under the age 
of 18 years and thus includes young people.   Where a distinction is 
necessary between children and young people, this will be made clear.  

For ease of reading style the terms scheme, project and programme are 
used interchangeably.  ‘Carers’ has been used throughout the guide to 
include staff (both paid and unpaid) and volunteers who may be working 
in a children’s project or who have responsibility for caring for children.  
This also includes teachers and healthcare workers who may be working 
at a scheme.

While it can be very helpful for children, and those working with them, to 
refer to children who have been abused as ‘survivors’, which they are, at 
ECPAT International we prefer to use the term ‘victim’.  This is a deliberate 
strategy to keep in focus the fact that children are in the position they 
are in as a result of a crime that has been committed against them.  We 
believe that this is especially important in the case of children who have 
been commercially sexually exploited as frequently they are blamed for the 
harm they have suffered.    

Use of Terminology
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This guide is intended to help those who are required to visit projects 
and schemes where children are cared for and make sense of what they 
see and hear, both from a child rights and a child needs perspective.  
People visiting schemes inevitably come away with an impression but 
sometimes these can be fairly superficial or difficult to quantify or explain.  
For example, visitors may feel that a scheme is ‘good’, but cannot really 
explain why, or they have reservations which they are unable to justify, in 
terms of the experiences for children.

Reading this guide is not going to make anyone an ‘expert’, however it will 
give some ideas about the kinds of things that are important to consider  
and how to  interpret what is seen and heard.  In no way is this kind of 
evaluation a substitute for an assessment by an experienced and suitably 
qualified person, which, in an ideal world, would be part of a registration 
scheme by the appropriate regulatory authority.   ECPAT International 
believes that Governments have a responsibility to children to ensure that 
care provided to them is of adequate quality – one way of doing this is by 
the mandatory registration and monitoring and evaluation of children’s 
projects.

To a great extent, this guide has been developed from the experience 
of the ECPAT International.  ECPAT International is a global network of 
organisations working to eradicate the commercial sexual exploitation 
of children (which includes, but is not limited to child prostitution, 
child  pornography and the trafficking of children for sexual purposes).   
Consequently this guide is particularly focused on the needs of children 
who have been abused, or vulnerable to abuse, from this particular form 
of harm.  It should be noted that this broad grouping of children tend to 
be particularly marginalised, and as a result of their experiences meeting 
their needs can be especially challenging.

 Although many children’s projects have an element of education, this guide 
is not intended to cover school / training environments, although of course 
many elements of it may be applicable. Neither does this guide cover 
detention centres for children in conflict with the law, or medical centres 

Purpose of the Guide and its Limitations
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As has been said, this guide is not intended to act as a replacement for 
the comprehensive assessment and monitoring of schemes or those of 
regulatory agencies.  

The guide has been divided into two sections.  Section 1 introduces some 
basic considerations and concepts.  Section 2 goes on to explore some 
specific thematic areas.  

At the end of the guide there are a number of resource documents 
which may be of use when visiting projects, together with some selected 
references.

Using the Guide

where children may be housed for treatment, but as with educational 
establishments, there will be some points of connection.

When reading the guide, please bear in mind that we are talking in general 
terms.  There will always be exceptions and contradictions which are made 
in order to meet the best interests of a particular child.
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Many people find visiting children in care projects  helpful.  They can 
provide an excellent opportunity to learn, give funders and donors a 
chance to see where their money is spent and enable organisations to 
highlight their work.  

To make the most out of the visit it is useful to think beforehand about what 
outcome is wanted from the visit – what to see / learn.  Going somewhere 
for a ‘look around’ might be interesting, but may not be that fruitful in terms 
of its connection to work.  People (generally!) have busy lives, and are 
generous hosts, and it is unfair to ask project  staff to spend time showing 
visitors around (especially if this interrupts their work as  caregivers) if 
there are going to be little real benefits. Visits can also be demanding on 
resources for projects, especially in cultures where hospitality is important, 
with drinks and snacks, and costs of transporting visitors, all adding further 
strain on financially stretched schemes. 

It is always a good idea to agree before the visit with the organisation 
about the objectives, and times when would it be most convenient to visit 
so as to cause as little disruption to the scheme as possible.  

Sometimes projects, when they know that they are expecting visitors, 
especially from important funders or partners, take a great deal of effort in 
the preparation for a visit. This can mean that it is difficult to get a sense of 
what life, and normal routine, is like at the project. Shows, performances, 
songs, cultural dances and the like can be things that children enjoy putting 
on – but sometimes it is not a choice that is given, and children are just 
asked  / told to entertain.  It is always worth talking with an organisation 
before a visit about the programme to ensure that what they are intending 
to arrange fits with the visit’s objectives.  This also includes checking if key 
personnel are going to be available.  

Visits can be interesting, relevant or enjoyable, but ideally  a combination 
of all three.     

Purpose & Functions of Visits
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Not surprisingly there are huge variations in the patterns of care and 
protection around the world.  While there are many common elements, 
each region has distinct features, which to some extent have influenced 
the type of care offered to children.  Even though there are differences 
there is also much that can be learnt from each region, and the sharing of 
experiences can contribute to an improvement in the situation for children 
overall.  

Examples of good practice exist in all regions, all of which share common 
elements.  These include the creation of a safe and non-abusive environment, 
carers who are skilled and able to meet the needs of children, and services 
being provided to children that recognise and value children as individuals, 
and where their views are respected and taken into account.

The following overviews are intended to highlight some of the features of 
each region.  As has been noted previously, these are generalizations, and 
there will always be exceptions.

• AFRICA
Africa as a region faces huge challenges.  Poverty, long standing conflict, 
natural disasters, for example drought, and the consequences of the HIV 
/ AIDS pandemic all contribute towards making the care and protection 
of children extremely difficult.  High numbers of orphans, separated and 
unaccompanied children, children involved in armed conflict and those 
living in especially risky situations, such as refugee and IDP camps, are all 
particularly vulnerable to abuse and exploitation.  Unfortunately, the level 
of need for services generally far outstrips what is available. 

The strain of this great need is magnified by the varying manifestations of 
commercial sexual exploitation – such as trafficking for sexual purposes, 
child sex tourism and child prostitution – each creating unique and distinct 
dilemmas and influences in terms of recovery and reintegration.  The 
influx of humanitarian workers and peacekeeping troops poses additional 

Regional Overviews of Care & Protection
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threats, with numerous reports of the sexual exploitation and abuse of 
children.

While some governments have developed, or are in the process of 
developing, comprehensive and formalised child welfare mechanisms, 
even where these exist a lack of resources (or diversion of resources) results 
in compromised or limited implementation.

In general terms, the care of children remains largely the province 
of unregulated NGOs, many of which are faith based.  Care typically 
takes the form of ‘orphanages’, shelters and ‘safe - houses’, sometimes 
accommodating large numbers of children.  Depending upon location, 
some projects are able to provide specialist support services for children 
who have been commercially sexually exploited. 

Clearly there is a need to monitor standards and institutionalise child safe 
practices in both state and voluntary sector services, as abuse in institutional 
establishments (including schools), particularly physical abuse, is well 
recognised and documented.  Where countries have made steps towards 
addressing these issues, they may not be universally applied.

While the situation in relation to care and protection may seem dire at 
times, it must be noted that Africa has been at the forefront of developing 
alternative care models for children without parental care, such as 
kinship care schemes and community support programmes (such as with 
child headed households).  There are also many examples of the use of 
traditional practices as ways of healing the hurt from abuse and to aide the 
reintegration of the child into society.  In this respect, while there are many 
gaps in service provision, there is much to learn from the Region. 

• AMERICAS
In theory care and protection services in North America are clearly defined 
and have an emphasis on treatment programmes, especially involving 
mental health services.  There are a number of legal instruments that 
regulate alternative care, with the trend being towards foster care like 
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placements, rather than large scale institutions. However in practice care 
and protection arrangements are patchy – often not because of a lack of 
understanding of the needs of victims but because of limited resources, 
or because children are simply not identified as victims (partly because 
of the sometimes covert or hidden nature of the commercial sexual 
exploitation).

The position in Central and South America is slightly different, with more 
‘obvious’ situations of exploitation and children needing help being highly 
visible on the streets.  Numerous NGOs and agencies operate providing 
care, often in residential environments due to the large numbers and 
lack of resources. There are many examples of creative and innovative 
care programmes, particularly regarding treatment and emotional and 
psychological support. However, working in this area can be particularly 
challenging due to large remote areas and the involvement of gangs, 
making reaching and rescuing children both difficult and dangerous.

As in all regions a lack of child safe practices within institutions – in relation 
especially to staff recruitment and supervision of staff and children – leaves 
children vulnerable to abuse.  Similarly where there is little by way of follow 
up after the reintegration process or where the key component of education 
and vocational training is missing from the rehabilitation process, the risk 
of children being revictimised dramatically increases.

• EUROPE & THE CIS (Commonwealth of Independent States)
The needs of children who have been commercially sexually exploited 
are many and complex.  Apart from services necessary to help the child 
overcome their abuse, it is also critical that children are assisted in 
reintegrating themselves into the communities.  For many this is made 
even more difficult as a result of being trafficked and hence separated 
from their own communities. The issue of trafficking, partly made possible 
because of the ease of movement from the expansion of the European 
Union and land borders is a critical issue for the region. 
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There are three quite distinct patterns to the care and protection of 
children within Europe and the CIS who have been commercially sexually 
exploited.  

In general terms services in Western Europe, although sometimes patchy 
in their implementation, are relatively well developed and comprehensive 
with a range of options for care delivery and defined protection systems.  
However the extent to which resources are actually available can vary 
greatly, so even though in theory there may be options for a child, in 
practice they can be limited. Services are delivered by both states and civil 
society, typically with some level of monitoring of standards by Government 
agencies.

While specialist programmes for the commercially sexually exploited child 
exist, support tends to be delivered under the general umbrella of each 
country’s child welfare mechanisms and schemes.  This means that they 
may not meet the specific needs of such children, especially those who 
have been trafficked.

With relatively new governments and developing economies in Eastern 
Europe, there tends to be less in terms of service provision and available 
resources dedicated to care and protection.  Care options tend to be 
limited to institutions, with structures and procedures gradually evolving 
to develop alternatives for care such as family based / foster care and 
enhanced protection systems.  Less care choices, and fewer possibilities for 
support and reintegration means that children who are able to move away 
from commercial sexual exploitation are at risk of being revictimised.  

By contrast the situation in the Commonwealth Independent States is 
much bleaker for children, with the commercial sexual exploitation of 
children being a relatively newly recognised and emerging issue.  Little 
understanding of the needs of children, few resources to meet those needs 
and a legacy of institutional care (typically in large scale ‘orphanages’ or 
‘schools’) means that children are generally not afforded the care and 
protection necessary to help them with their recovery and reintegration.
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• MIDDLE EAST & NORTH AFRICA (MENA)
The main challenge in relation to the care and protection of children 
within MENA Region who have been commercially sexually exploited is 
the difficulty in addressing the subject.  The issue remains taboo in many 
places, with either a lack of recognition of the phenomenon or a lack 
of acceptance of it, especially where boys are victims.  In common with 
many places, even when the commercial sexual exploitation of children is 
acknowledged, children are often considered deviant and responsible, and 
somehow not deserving of support, or are punished for their involvement.

Given the context, perhaps not surprising there is little specialist care 
for children who are commercially sexually exploited.  However with a 
gradually increasing recognition of the needs of children services are 
gradually developing which are geared towards more comprehensive 
support.    

• SOUTH ASIA
Much of the care and protection of commercially sexually exploited children 
in South Asia, and hence the support services, is carried out by NGOs. 
Unfortunately, as in other regions, protection systems and care services 
can be compromised by corruption and a lack of skills and knowledge.  

Care tends to be provided in institutional settings, and is largely 
unregulated, and sometimes inadequate.  Some countries, such as India, 
are a particular draw to Western volunteers and this can present threats to 
children in organisations where there is not a clear understanding of child 
protection risks. Resource constraints mean that the focus of care services 
are typically physical and educational with the emotional needs of children 
often unaddressed.  Large, isolated areas, sometimes in harsh terrain, 
make it difficult to identify and reach children in order to offer them the 
care and protection they need.  

Compounding this situation is the fact that the region has a number of 
areas of long standing conflicts – such as Afghanistan, Nepal and Sri 
Lanka – where either it is too dangerous for organisations to function, or 
where those who are there are operating under severe difficulties.  This 
means that there is always a risk that either the needs of the children will 
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not be recognised, or that services will be curtailed for security reasons 
leaving children with little protection or agencies unable to follow through 
and follow up on care plans.

Natural disasters, especially flooding, are a feature of South Asia.  Large 
numbers of children can be left at short notice without appropriate care, 
and at risk of sexual violence, placing further strain on already stretched 
services.

• SOUTH EAST ASIA & PACIFIC
South East Asia and The Pacific is a diverse region facing differing 
challenges with regards to care and protection.

In Australia and New Zealand the situation is very similar as in parts of 
West Europe.  This is not surprising as there has been a tradition of sharing 
practice and knowledge with other English speaking countries.  In general 
services are comparatively well developed with comprehensive child 
protection systems and a relatively high level of government monitoring 
of standards.  However, of course, the delivery of these services can vary 
within country depending upon resources available and the priority placed 
on competing needs.

Isolated islands, and smaller more remote countries, such as in the Pacific, 
tend to have a limited awareness of the commercial sexual exploitation and 
/ or few resources.  Children are therefore afforded relatively little in terms 
of care and protection formally, with reliance placed the on traditional 
structures which may exist.  Although it is important to strengthen and 
support existing child welfare practices this must always be done in a way 
that ensures that children are adequately protected and cared for.  

In the highly industrialised areas of East Asia, for example Japan, Taiwan 
and Korea, a particular challenges is how to respond to the needs of 
children exploited via new technologies, such as the internet.  This is 
especially difficult as this is an emerging area of abuse without an existing 
knowledge base, making providing interventions problematic.  Another 
difficulty of particular note in this area, although not confined to it, is the 
role of consumerism, and the challenge of providing services to children 
who may not necessarily view themselves as victims.
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By comparison the situation in South East Asia is characterised by large 
numbers of children from impoverished families who are abused through 
prostitution, often as a result of having been trafficked.  The situation is 
further compounded as the area is a noted as a destination for child sex 
tourism.  The majority of the, limited, care and protection services tend to 
be provided by small, unregulated NGOs operating with few resources.  
Emphasis is normally placed on trying to provide young people with 
training opportunities. The preferred care systems are smaller institutions, 
with limited other options, frequently with staff that lack the skills to be able 
to effectively respond to the complex needs of children.  Those countries 
that do have comprehensive child protection systems tend to be hampered 
by poor implementation and a lack of coordinated resources.  However 
several initiatives exist to try to foster joint working between agencies.   
Working in this area is made more difficult by its propensity to natural 
disasters and some conflict-related difficulties.
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SECTION 1 GENERAL ISSUES
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Children’s care projects come in all shapes and sizes but they broadly 
divide into two categories – residential and non-residential.  Some schemes 
are a mixture of the two, perhaps offering services to children who live 
off site (such as a drop in centre) while also providing accommodation 
(sometimes in an emergency, for example if a child is rescued from a 
situation of abuse and danger).

One of the difficulties in talking about children’s projects is that the terms or 
names used to describe projects are often used interchangeably.  Hence, 
a project might be called an ‘emergency shelter’ but  may actually house 
children for many years.  Therefore, what a project is called is not as 
important as what it does.  For this reason, visitors should always check the 
purpose of a project with staff and management. 

Non Residential Projects

Non residential children’s projects typically fall into three categories with 
distinct characteristics, although some projects combine elements of 
each:

• Outreach / Mobile 
The main characteristics of a mobile or outreach programme is that 
workers go out and make contact with vulnerable children.  A typical 
example of this may be workers who work on railway platforms or the 
streets trying to make a connection with children who are living / working 
there.  Sometimes the services are run from the back of a van, and are 
often linked to other programmes and projects, such as a drop in centre.

Outreach and mobile schemes tend to work towards encouraging less 
risky behaviour and contact with services, by making small changes to 
environment (such as providing condoms and needles) and offering health 
checks.  Consequently they are sometimes criticised (for example by the 
public or politicians) as sanctioning or encouraging undesirable behaviour.  

Types of Children’s Projects & Schemes
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However they often act as the ‘first step’ to other, more comprehensive, 
services.

•  Drop In Centres 
Drop in centres can be stand alone schemes or tied to other projects.  
Various support services and activities can be provided, including education, 
health and recreation.  Normally drop in centres provide support without 
placing too many demands and restrictions on a young person, who is free 
to attend as and when they choose. 

The informal nature of the support offered at such centres can be very useful 
to the child / young person in terms of helping them make a break from 
their lifestyle by acting as a bridge to more formal and regular services. 
One drawback is that it can also lead to young people not engaging with 
services, and just moving between schemes (often referred to as ‘service 
hopping’).  The use of agreements between services and young people 
and a shared central registry can help reduce this.

• Structured / Semi Structured / Day Care Programmes   
Again structured and semi structured programmes can be stand alone 
or attached to other schemes.  Examples of structured or semi structured 
programmes include day care, specific support groups (such as for children 
with disabilities or children affected by HIV/AIDS) vocational training and 
educational programmes, and peer support schemes.  The difference 
between semi/structured programmes and drop in centres is the expectation 
that children commit to attending on a regular basis. These kinds of 
programmes can be extremely effective in providing longer term and more 
sustained support.  Conversely it can be difficult for children to leave the 
programme and move on either to other support or independence. 

Another example of a structured or semi structured programme is supported 
child headed households programmes, where services and extra support 
are provided to children who are without parental care, but still living with 
their family.  Such schemes provide an excellent way of enabling siblings to 
stay together, and of promoting the independence and identity of children 
and young people. 
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Residential Projects 

In almost all cases, the best option, wherever possible, is for the child 
to live with members of their family or extended community. One of the 
reasons for this is that it allows the child to retain links with their heritage 
and maintain a strong sense of their identity (important for self-esteem).  
However, sadly for many children, this is not possible.

Assuming the child cannot stay with their own family, the next best option 
is for them to be fostered or adopted so that they can grow up in a ‘family 
environment’. Sometimes adoption or fostering is done by extended family 
members or from the community (when it is often referred to as kinship 
care).

 Unfortunately, it can be difficult to identify suitable fostering / adoption 
families, and older children may find it hard to settle. Particularly when 
children have experienced very abusive situations, their behaviour can 
be difficult to manage within a family environment and it may be that 
specialist care and support is needed.  Additionally, where the child still 
has extended family or important people in their life (albeit that the child 
cannot live with them for some reason) adoptive parents can find it difficult 
to accept that the child needs to remain in contact with other significant 
people in their life.

It should be noted that in some cultures, while fostering is possible, 
adoption (where the adults become the legal parents of the child) is not 
regarded as being culturally acceptable.

Where there is no possibility of keeping a child within a family setting, or 
this is not in their best interests, then alternative, residential, care needs to 
be explored.

The main types of residential care are:

•  Shelter / Emergency Shelter & Move On Units 
Shelters provide a place of safety, and regular ongoing support for children 
/ young people in a more structured, formal way.  They may be a bridge 
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to reintegration with family (if appropriate) or community or provide a 
temporary home while more suitable longer term care is identified.  In the 
case of older children, shelters can be thought of more as move on units 
when the purpose is to prepare the young person for entry into society as 
an independent adult.  In some places move on units are called half-way 
houses1

Shelters and move on schemes should only really be considered as a 
temporary solution for children.  A feature of such schemes is the constant 
turnover of children, which can be very disruptive to those children 
remaining.  Similarly if there are places of safety in an emergency, children 
with very different needs and problems and from a wide age range can 
be accommodated in the same unit, and again this can make life difficult 
for those children living there and staff who have to try and ensure that all 
children’s needs are met equally.  

Children who are new to residential care may initially find adjusting to life 
in care very difficult to cope with and as a result can present problems for 
staff in managing behaviour (such as anger, violence or running away).  
Likewise young people who may be moving on may be anxious about what 
the future holds for them. This all makes for a relatively unstable living 
environment, and it is important that longer  term solutions for children 
are identified as soon as possible. Some shelters house children for a 
short time (sometimes only a few days) while others may allow children 
to say for a number of months (depending upon the purpose of the unit).    
Unfortunately however, children can sometimes be housed in an emergency 
shelter for many years.  

•  Institutional Care / Orphanage 
This is perhaps the best known kind of alternative care for children, with a 
building which houses a number of children, and where staff provide the 
care.  Good care can be provided in an orphanage but this is more difficult 
when there are larger numbers of children. It can become increasingly 
difficult to treat children as individuals and recognise their unique needs  

_____________________
1	 In	some	countries,	particularly	the	U.S.,	shelters	are	often	called	“quarter”,	“half ”,	or	“three	

quarters”	way	projects	to	denote	the	level	of	care	provided
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in relation to the greater the number of children. It is not uncommon for 
orphanages to house 40 or 50 children, and in some cases the number 
can be over 100.

In order to develop into socially competent adults, able to cope with the 
strains and stresses of everyday life, to be resistant to difficulties that they 
might experience, and to enjoy positive relationships as adults, children 
need to be able to develop secure and lasting relationships with adults 
who are consistent and available.  While this might seem obvious, the 
failure to do this can have ramifications in later life.  Children who have 
not been given this opportunity typically grow up with low self-esteem, 
unable to make the best of their chances in life, and with the idea that 
people can not be trusted and relied upon (and hence unable to form 
close relationships).  

It has been established over many years that children who are not able to 
form close and trusting relationships often have many difficulties in later life 
and are over represented in groups such as drug users, criminal population 
and those with family breakdowns (though it is important to note that this 
does not mean that if a child has a bad childhood they will definitely grow 
into an adult with lots of problems, but that it is more likely).

One of the main problems with orphanages / institutional care is that it is 
difficult for children to develop the kind of close relationships with adults 
that they need to thrive.    This is especially important in early life and so 
this type of care is not recommended for babies and young children except 
in an emergency and for very short periods of time.

The term orphanage can itself be misleading because frequently children 
are not strictly speaking orphans (that is their parents have died).  In some 
cases children may be placed in so called orphanages because their 
parents and families are unable to care for them (perhaps because of 
poverty) and may believe that they are giving their children a ‘better life’.

•  Small Group Home 
An option that can meet the needs of many children is the small ‘group 
home’.  This is a residential (or mini-orphanage) unit with around 4-6 
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children only, but sometimes up to 10 or 12.  The advantage of a unit of 
this size is that because fewer staff are needed, children get the chance to 
form close relationships and as there are only a handful of children the 
children are ‘special’ and not one of the masses.  

•  Core and Cluster 
Another kind of residential project is one in which children live in small 
group homes, clustered around central services (such as a school, laundry 
facilities etc).  Sometimes these kinds of projects are called children’s villages.  
Although children grow up with the benefits of a family environment, one 
of the criticisms of these kinds of projects is that children can become 
isolated from the wider community, although a sense of belonging within 
the scheme can be fostered which can be beneficial.

•  Dispersed Core and Cluster  
Dispersed core and cluster projects are a variation on the children’s village. 
However instead of the houses being in one area they are dispersed 
through the local community.  Although this may mean that access to the 
core services is not so easy, the major advantage is that the children have 
the opportunity to mix with the community more readily.

•  Supported / Independent Living Schemes
These kinds of schemes are only normally suitable for older children / 
young people.  Young people either share rooms or live in their own room 
or apartment independently but have access to a worker (who may live 
in the same block or visit regularly) who provides support.  Sometimes 
facilities (such as kitchens) are shared, in other schemes these may be self 
contained.

Supported/Independent Living Schemes are most suitable for children 
who may have had a lot of autonomy (such as street children) and find 
it difficult to live in an institutional or family environment, or for young 
people who are leaving residential care as part of their preparation for 
independence.  

Such schemes can sometimes be criticised as not providing care for 
children, the argument being that all children have a right to be in a living 
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in a family type environment.  However supported and independent living 
projects can be a pragmatic solution for children who are not willing or 
able to live in a family setting or institution.

•  Secure Unit
For some children a more safe and secure environment is needed.  
For example children who pose a risk to either themselves or others’ 
wellbeing or who are in conflict with the law. Even though such schemes 
place restrictions upon children and young people it is essential that it is 
remembered that those living there are children first.   Children should 
never be locked up except with the permission of courts.  The management 
and organisation of secure units is complex, and outside the scope of this 
guide.  They are mentioned here for the sake of completeness.

Other Models of Alternative Care

It is worth noting here two other kinds of alternative care for children 
who are not able to live with their parents.  Although not strictly speaking 
projects, and so unlikely to be visited, they are so commonly mentioned in 
connection with children that they merit consideration. 

•  Foster Care & Kinship Care
As has been noted, it is important for children to be brought up, wherever 
possible, in a family environment.  Where the immediate family is not able 
to do this, a substitute family can be sought for the child.  This can either 
be members of the extended family, the community or adults unknown to 
the child who are prepared to welcome the child into their home and look 
after them.  Foster care can be short term, or can last for many years, 
depending upon the child’s circumstances.  

While a family environment is normally best for a child, it is important 
to ensure that foster placements continue to meet the child’s needs, and 
that foster carers are supported to provide the right care for the child.  A 
comprehensive support and monitoring programme is essential.
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•  Adoption
Adoption should only be considered for children who are orphans, or 
where there is no possibility of reunification with the family.  Adoption is 
similar to foster care in that the child lives in a substitute family, but the 
key difference is that adoption is a permanent situation.  While in foster or 
kinship care the carers agree to look after the child, in adoption cases the 
parents take on the responsibility for the child permanently (and legally) as 
if the child was their own.  Sometime adoptive parents are members of the 
extended family but frequently adoptive parents are not known to the child 
or do not have a connection with them.

Adoption can be either domestic (that is within country) or international, 
where the child is adopted by people living overseas.  International adoption 
is highly contested.  In essence it results in the severing of the child from 
their roots and their heritage, often by a family who does not share their 
cultural and ethnic background. Critics also suggest that, because of the 
fees involved, it is in fact a legalised form of the sale of children.  However, 
what cannot be denied is that it is an alternative for children who would 
otherwise grow up in an institution.  It is perhaps best used as a transitional 
arrangement, until domestic adoption services are organised and suitable 
adoptive families identified in country.

Respite Care

Although a child may live on a permanent basis with a family (either their 
own or a foster family) sometime respite care is provided.   This means that 
for a short period of time – maybe a weekend or a week on a regular basis 
– the child stays somewhere else.  This can be with another family (that is 
foster care) or in a residential unit.  

Respite care can be very helpful in preventing family breakdown, 
particularly where looking after a child is very stressful and challenging 
for carers.  Reasons for this can be varied, but include where a child may 
need intensive personal care and assistance due to a disability, or where 
their behaviour is difficult to manage and contain.  



��

The Importance, or Otherwise, of Size of 
Scheme
There has always been great concern (at least since the late 19th century) 
over the plight of children who have nobody to care for them.  The 
traditional approach to this has been to establish an orphanage, often with 
more than 25 (and sometimes many more, even over 100) children being 
looked after in the same building and with a number of staff.  However, 
as advances in understanding the psychological implication of being an 
orphan or not being able to live with one’s parents have been made, and 
we have begun to understand more about the impact of children’s early 
relationships and the effect it has on them as adults, there has been an 
increasing drive and emphasis on finding more ‘child-friendly’ ways of 
looking after children.

As children need the opportunity to form close affectionate bonds with 
people who are significant to them, the trend has been to develop 
alternative care systems which, if they do not place the child with their own 
extended family or community, are at least a representation of this with 
children living in ‘family type’ accommodation.  Smaller community type 
homes are now encouraged, with a move away from traditional larger 
orphanages. 
 
For this reason, scale is often used as a broad benchmark in terms of 
determining the appropriateness of the care provided.  This in itself is a 
balancing act, as sponsors can be impressed if they feel that the needs of a 
large number of children are being met, and to some extent, there can be 
an argument, though debatable, for economies of scale in terms of cost.  

Organisationally, there are a number of reasons why small group homes 
are easier to manage than large orphanages or institutions.  Firstly, there 
tend to be less problems with behaviour as the children are well known 
and get individual attention; secondly there are usually less problems 
finding staff (because fewer are needed) and thirdly it is easier to identify 
resources because initial costs are less and the project can ‘grow’ as it 
develops.  Rather than have to find a large building, fit it out and fully staff, 
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it is possible to find one house, and then find another in the vicinity as the 
number of children grows, ending up with a cluster of homes, rather than 
a large imposing building.

Regardless of size, the critical issue is the extent to which the child is treated 
and regarded as an individual.  It tends to be easier to do this in smaller 
units, as the child is not just ‘a number’ but this does not mean that it is 
impossible to provide an environment where the child can develop close 
relationships with a limited number of people in an large institution.  
Size is not necessarily an indication of quality and there are examples of 
poor childcare being provided in a small unit and conversely good care 
delivered in larger units. 

A Matter of Rights - A Question of Needs
The foundation of any children’s project must be the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989 (UNCRC) and a commitment 
to upholding and promoting the rights enshrined. Taking a children’s rights 
perspectives means recognising that children are individuals who are 
entitled to certain fundamental conditions, and who are able to be active 
agents in their own lives.  The articles contained in the UNCRC relate to 
all children in general; however, the challenge is how they are interpreted 
and applied in practice to individual children.  

The overriding principle of the UNCRC  is the ‘best interests of the child’ 
but how can this be determined, especially in cases where it might appear 
as if some rights are in conflict with others?  For example, while a child has 
a right to free association, it might be appropriate in some circumstances 
to limit this if the people that they are associating with are abusing them.  
It could be argued that perhaps children in this situation simply need more 
information and clearer explanations to make wiser choices, but that is not 
always true.  Even with full information, children do not necessarily agree 
with adults (as adults do not agree with each other) and nor should they, 
but they do have a right to protection.
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Furthermore, many of the articles of the UNCRC include references to 
‘suitable’, ‘appropriate’ and ‘relevant’, but what does this mean in 
practice?  

Having a clear idea of the needs of children, with reference to child 
development and child psychology, is essential in order to ensure that the 
rights of children are upheld in reality.  Treating everyone the same is not 
synonymous with treating everyone equally, and some children, such as 
those with disabilities or in difficult situations, may need additional support 
and services to meet their needs and thus ensure that their rights are upheld 
by promoting their ‘best interests’.

Children have a range of needs, from the more obvious such as physical 
(food, water, clothing etc), to those which are more difficult to quantify 
such as emotional and spiritual needs.   Needs are highly dependent upon 
age.  For example the need to develop friends and become independent is 
much more important to an older child than a new born baby.

Children’s developmental stages can be considered in three broad age 
ranges:

Pre-school  (0-5 years)
Children under 5 years cannot meet their own needs and are highly 
dependent upon their carers.  The period under 5 years is a time of rapid 
physical and mental development. Children learn to speak, think, and 
interact with other people.  During this time children also develop their 
physical and motor skills such as the ability to walk.

It is especially important during this phase that carers have a clear 
understanding of their children’s needs as due to limited linguistic capacity 
children cannot always communicate their feelings and desires.  

Primary (6-12 years)
Between the ages of 6-12 years, children develop further their ability to 
think and to understand what is going on around them. They also begin to 
communicate better.  The family, while still being important, ceases to be 
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the only focus of their world as they develop relationships with peers and 
teachers at school.

It is very easy during this time for children to accept responsibilities, 
particularly in relation to caring for others, for which they are not 
prepared.  Children during this age range have an increased awareness 
in what is happening, although they may not fully understand this. Due to 
this knowledge, school-aged children can be more anxious compared to 
younger children.  However improved communication skills means that 
often they can be more easily helped to share what they are feeling and 
what they need. 

Adolescence (13-18 years)
Adolescence is the transition period from children to adults, and is a time 
of enormous change. This is the period when the children show major 
physical and hormonal changes (puberty) that affects various aspects of 
their life.  Awkwardness resulting from physical changes sometime leads to 
low self-confidence and embarrassment. 

Adolescence is also marked by an effort to look for self-identity and 
independence.  This is normally seen from an attitude of not wanting to be 
treated as a child and to be free to make their own choices. Sometimes 
adolescents appear to prefer being with their peers. To adults this is often 
regarded as rebellious, but it is a normal stage of development.  Young 
people need to go through this period in order to become self-reliant and 
develop their own identity but they still need care and guidance to help 
them make the transition safely to adulthood.

The Issue of Resources 

In many places, particularly in developing countries, the lack of resources is 
a critical issue that can compromise the care children receive. Nevertheless 
it is still possible to provide good childcare, especially in terms of meeting 
children’s emotional needs, even where resources are scarce – the trick is 
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being able to make use of those resources that are available. That is not to 
say that it is always easy, but some of the hallmarks of good care, such as 
treating children with respect, cost nothing.  It is essential to appreciate this 
to avoid the infringement of children’s basic rights by excusing inadequate 
care and protection systems by blaming the prevailing conditions. 

We are not thinking here about using a measure of what would be 
considered the ‘best’ but instead upon the concept of ‘good enough’.  
This is an important distinction in order to take into account, among other 
things, the relevant economic, social and other environmental factors.

The opposite of not having enough resources, but which can be equally 
perilous for an organisation is having too many resources.  Part of the function 
of a children’s project – especially one that provides accommodation such 
as a children’s home or shelter – is to help children make the transition 
either back to their own families and communities or, where this is not 
possible, to adulthood in the society.  A scheme that is too luxurious can 
act as a disincentive to returning home or give unrealistic expectations of 
what life is like.  An unintended consequence can be to actually encourage 
family breakdown by giving families the impression that life in an institution 
would be better for their child.  

Every child is an individual and is special, but especially for children 
who have had difficult situations and are living in institutions, they have 
already had experiences which mark them out as being ‘extraordinary’. It 
is important to be able to treat them like ordinary children.

Congruence and the Difference between 
Observation & Interpretation
An awareness of congruence, and an appreciation of the difference 
between observation and interpretation, while seemingly obvious, can be 
useful for visitors.

Earlier it was noted that sometimes visitors come away with a sense of a 
project (such as thinking it is ‘good’) but they find it difficult to explain the 
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basis of their opinion.  One factor which may be influencing visitors, but 
which they may not be aware of, is congruence or the lack of it.  We are 
using congruence here to mean the way in which what we see and hear 
are coherent and fit together to make sense.

This concept is most easily understood by an example.  In one project the 
manager spent a long time emphasising the importance the organisation 
placed on creating a ‘family atmosphere’.  While on the surface this seemed 
ideal what was noticed when touring the scheme was that every door was 
locked.  This did not seem to fit with the idea of a family environment as 
not many families lock every room in their home.  This lack of coherence 
between what was being said, and what was actually done, did not make 
sense, and lead to feelings of unease.  Another example is a project where 
the carers reported that they had to take extra care because the children 
had all been trafficked and they were at risk of abduction.  At the entrance 
to the scheme was a large name board stating that the project was an 
emergency shelter for exploited children which did not fit with the idea of 
the need for extra security.

In the inevitable evaluation of a scheme that takes place during and after 
a visit, it is important that visitors are able to distinguish between what they 
actually observe (which may be considered facts)  and what they interpret 
(the subjective opinion of the visitor).  For example, if children are smiling 
this is an observation but, unless the children say they are happy, to say 
that they are because they are smiling is an interpretation.  Of course we 
must always be mindful of the effect that other adults present may have on 
children, such as if caregivers are within earshot children may be tempted 
to say they are happy in order to please them or for fear of getting into 
trouble.

It is critical to be able to distinguish between observation and opinion 
particularly when visiting schemes in different cultural settings, as 
behaviour is highly culturally subjective.  An example of this is eye contact 
– in some cultures giving eye contact to someone older can be seen as 
being disrespectful, while in others a lack of eye contact indicates a lack of 
truthfulness.  For this reason it is always useful to be able to give concrete 
and specific examples of what is said or done.
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Importance of Feedback

It is useful, and can be very motivating, to give feedback after visiting 
a scheme. Looking after children, especially those who have multiple 
difficulties and challenges, can be very trying and at times carers can feel 
unappreciated.  Giving positive feedback and congratulating the project 
on what they are doing well can be valuable.  Often this can be simply 
done at the end of the visit by noting some of the positive things that have 
been observed.

The issue of how to bring to an organisation’s attention some of the aspects 
of care which are felt to be less than appropriate is more complicated and 
may need sensitive handling.  It may not be appropriate to give feedback 
at the time, particularly if whoever has visited the project is not certain 
about their evaluation of the project.  It is also important that, in raising 
criticisms of the project, this is not done in a way which would put anyone, 
carer or child, at risk of retribution for speaking out.  Furthermore, when 
giving feedback on more negative aspects of a project it is essential that 
it is done in a constructive way which also helps an organisation develop 
strategies for improvement.  When giving feedback that is less positive a 
private setting is usually more respectful, as discussion can be more frank 
and flow more comfortably.

Given that the person who actually visits the project may not be the person 
who has to give feedback to a scheme having examples of practice and 
being clear about what was actually seen and heard is very useful in order 
to ensure that feedback is accurate and constructive.  One way of doing 
this is to make a detailed written record.  
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SECTION 2 SPECIFIC THEMES
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Children’s projects are diverse in nature, and obviously need to reflect and 
be in harmony with the local culture and societal values (providing these 
do not infringe children’s rights).  

When visiting schemes 
it is important to 
remember that 
children’s experiences 
are the total of the 
aspects of their care 
and protection. 
This means that 
it is necessary to 
think about projects 
holistically.

This model is a simple 
representation of the 
interlinked thematic 
areas that can be 
considered when 

visiting children’s projects and schemes.  Together these interrelated 
areas shape the experience a child will have while at a scheme.

Standards2

There are both international and, in many places, national standards 
relating to the various types of children’s projects, and some organisations 
themselves have developed their own additional standards.  Given the 
variety of children projects and the different needs of children which are 
so dependent upon individual circumstances, it is impossible in a guide of 
this nature to be prescriptive.  Nevertheless, there are key thematic areas 
with general principle which apply to all children’s projects.

Care & 
AttentionPlanning 

& Progress

Safety & 
Security

Attitudes & 
Philosophy

Organisation & 
Management

Guidance & 
Boundaries

_____________________
2	 Proposed	UN	guidelines	on	alternative	care	are	in	the	development	stage	-	see	resources	

for	more	information.
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Attitudes & Philosophy
Positive signs to look  for include:   
       
• Carers talking about children and other colleagues in respectful ways 
• Carers talking about children having ‘rights’ – not just saying what 

children are given
• Children appearing to be asked to give their opinions
• Programmes within the scheme that demonstrate a commitment to child 

participation – such as children’s committees, peer education & peer 
support programmes

• Carers guarding more personal information about a child / being 
reticent about the information they give out about children – not telling 
the child’s ‘whole story’

• Carers being able to clearly explain the purpose of the scheme

For those who are interested, the resources section of this guide includes 
some references for resource materials regarding standards.

Thematic Areas

ATTITUDES & PHILOSOPHY

The attitudes of the management staff of the project sets the tone for how 
the scheme will function.  Management in this case can also include any 
organisational management that may not be based at the project but who 
are still in an influential position.

Given that children have a right to enjoy their culture, traditional practices 
and ways of looking after children should be promoted wherever possible. 
Having staff from the same cultural group can help.
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•  Promotion of Rights
Children have rights, and these must be upheld by the project. It is important 
for all people associated with the scheme to appreciate that children are 
entitled to certain basic conditions, privileges and enjoyments as a right, 
and not because they are lucky, or because of charity.

•  Respect for All
All people associated with the scheme, including both children and carers, 
should be treated and regarded with respect. Showing respect, such as 
in the way that people speak to each other and talk about each other,  
both between carers, and from carers towards children helps model the 
behaviour that is expected of children. Showing respect to children also 
helps them feel important and valued which helps develop a healthy sense 
of self esteem.

•  Equity and Non Discrimination
Children’s rights apply to all children equally.  Bias and favouritism should 
not be tolerated. This is especially important for children whose previous 
experiences may be that they have not been adequately cared for by 
adults. Sometimes such children can be particularly sensitive to issues of 
‘fairness’ and can become upset and angry if treatment is perceived as 

Attitudes & Philosophy
Worrying observations include:

• Carers saying that they cannot manage the behaviour of children
• Carers complaining about management & colleagues
• Carers reluctant to answer questions or voice reasonable concerns
• Carers frequently looking at administrators / management before 

speaking 
• Carers saying things like children are ungrateful or do not deserve what 

they are given
• Carers who appear to be unconcerned about the project and the 

children
• Observations  that some children are favoured or ‘preferred’ to others 

– for example having better clothes or treats 
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being unequal.  Apart from it being a right, ensuring that everyone is 
treated equally can help reduce behaviour management problems.

•  Commitment to Participation
Under the UNCRC children have the right to participate in decisions that 
affect them and to have their views taken into account.  This does not 
mean that children always get what they want, but it does mean that their 
opinions should be respected and listened to.  Many behaviour problems 
in schemes arise as a result of a struggle for control.  Abused children 
will almost certainly have experienced a lack of control in their lives, 
while children who have been expected to fend for themselves (such as 
street children) may have become accustomed to being self reliant and 
independent and therefore find it difficult initially to accept boundaries. 

Making sure that children are included wherever possible in decision 
making and given choices, in addition to respecting their rights, also 
means that problems with behaviour are reduced. 

•  Confidentiality
The lives of children who grow up outside the privacy of a family, or who 
use services often end up being public property, with intimate details being 
known to large numbers of people, some of whom have little connection 
with the child.  Children have a right to privacy, and as a sign of respect to 
children, information should only be shared with people who really need 
to know.

One of the worse examples of this was observed at a project for children 
affected, but not necessarily infected, with HIV.  A journalist who was visiting 
the site was told the HIV status of all the children by the scheme manager 
who pointed out individual children.
 
•  Purpose 
Having a clear idea about the purpose of the scheme is critical as this will 
determine how it is managed and the experiences that children will have. 

For example, looking after a toddler whose parents have died will present 
many differences to looking after a street child of 13 years old.  It can 
be difficult to ensure that both children’s needs are met if they are in 
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the same unit.  Similarly if a scheme is designed to be an emergency 
shelter, but children end up staying there for many years it might be that 
the support and services available is not suitable to ensure the long term 
rehabilitation and reintegration into society of children, or to prepare them 
for independent living.  

Other examples of a lack of clarity include accepting children into a scheme 
where the carers do not have the ability to meet special needs (such as 
drug and alcohol misuse or disability), and which may consequently pose 
a risk to other children.

While it is admirable for schemes to try and serve as many children as 
possible, it is important that projects remain clear about their objectives, 
purpose, and limitations.  Otherwise schemes can become overcrowded, 
care can be compromised or unsuitable and as a result children’s needs 
are not met and their rights not upheld. Clear criteria for participation in 
the project will ensure that the project reaches those children who are its 
targets.

Of course over time projects may need to alter their focus and purpose 
in order to meet changing needs and there will always be exceptional 
cases.  What is important though is that when the project moves outside 
of its purpose that this is done in a considered way and for good reasons, 
and with a careful exploration of what the implications are for all children 
using the project.

ORGANISATION & MANAGEMENT
Children’s schemes should be built around children’s needs, not the 
preferences or convenience of  staff or organisations. Sometimes the routines 
and structures in place are not designed for children.  One example of 
this was a scheme that had the gate locked (when it was not a secure unit) 
so that all the staff could sit together on the porch and supervise rather 
than having a staff member located at the gate to make sure children did 
not leave.  Another example is rotas for residential staff that are drawn 
up to provide variety for staff rather than giving children the opportunity 
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Organisation & Management
Positive things to watch out for include:

• Regular staff assignments and schedules 
• Staff stability with minimal turnover
• Carers and children talking about policies / copies of policies on display
• Reports of regular supervision / visits by management
• Policies about staff recruitment
• Clear understanding and discussion about project rules and procedures
• Evidence of appropriate spending of resources – such as prioritising
 meeting children’s needs

to develop a meaningful relationship with carers.  In one project when 
children were sick they were taken to hospital by whichever carer wanted 
to go to the hospital with them, rather than being accompanied by a carer 
on duty who the child knew well.  While this seems a small thing, going to 
hospital can be very frightening and having someone there who is known 
and trusted can be enormously reassuring for a child. 

Structures need to be in place to ensure quality and consistency of the care 
or services provided, and management play a key role in monitoring this.  
One of the cornerstones of this is by creating a child safe organisation 
– that is one in which attention is paid to what risks children are exposed 
to from within the organisation, and what efforts will be taken to reduce 
these.

•  Recruitment
Unfortunately adults who are interested in abusing children, often seek out 
places where they can gain easy access to children.  In addition to paid 
staff, projects often accept help of volunteers.  It is important that both 
staff and volunteers at a scheme have their background checked out and 
references taken before working with children.

•  Supervision & Support
Organisations need mechanisms in place to reduce the risks of someone 



4�

abusing a child in the care of the organisation.  Even if care has been 
taken in the recruitment and selection of personnel, children can still be 
at risk.  It is important that schemes have proper supervision and support 
mechanisms to protect children.

Good supervision and support can provide a way of further protecting 
children.  For example ensuring that staff do not work alone with children 
(apart from specific and defined situations) so that there is always an 
element of supervision and providing induction training on child protection 
can increase the protection to children.  Especially when staff are under 
pressure and stressed, and children’s behaviour is challenging, even 
experienced staff are in danger of beginning to respond to children in 
ways which are not helpful.   

Linked to the issue of supervision is that of how complaints and allegations 
against staff members are managed.  These mechanisms should be made 
clear in policies, and enacted in the supervision and management of the 
project.  

•  Standards of Behaviour & Conduct
Carers need to be clear about what is expected of them in terms of their 
behaviour, and their professional conduct.  For example, the organisation 
should prohibit sexual relationships between carers and children (even if 
the child is over the age of consent) and this must be made explicit to staff.  

Organisation & Management
Worrying observations include:

• Carers apparently unaware of policies which exist
• Poor eye contact and a sense of  embarrassment by staff, and 

sometimes with children
• Reports of inappropriate relationships between staff and children
• Project appearing to ‘waste’ money on non-essential items, coupled 

with lack of resources for meeting basic needs
• Apparent unwillingness to work with other services and organisations
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Another example of where guidance is needed for staff include if carers 
are allowed to use physical punishment to discipline children  (note that 
ECPAT International does not believe this is acceptable).  A common grey 
area in some regions is the issue of child domestic labour, and where this 
is a concern staff need to be made aware of whether it is acceptable to 
employ children as domestic staff in their own homes.
 
As part of ensuring that staff and volunteers are aware of the expected 
behaviour standards they should be asked to sign codes of conduct.  
These codes of conduct should be specifically written to cover the unique 
circumstances of each project.

•  Policies
Written policies and procedures do not in themselves protect children 
– how they are implemented is equally important.  A policy is a statement 
of intent, procedures state how those intents will be enacted.  However 
having written policies and procedures does mean that there is (or should 
be) consistency across an organisation, and also demonstrates that there 
has been thought to working towards creating appropriate services for 
children.  Written policies create a clear framework for staff to know how 
to act, especially in situations of high stress.

Organisations may develop policies and procedures on a wide range of 
issues, such as how to handle complaints, child protection, dealing with 
the media and guidelines for visits to the scheme.

•  Networking
Few organisations can meet all the needs of children alone.  Good 
organisations develop positive relationships both with other organisations 
and those who are significant in a child’s life (such as family and community 
members where these exist) in order to promote collaborative working.  
This also enables organisations to share knowledge and learn from each 
other, and to share resources in order to maximise potential and avoid 
duplication.  This is especially important in areas where there are few 
resources in order to make the best use of those that do exist. 

•  Use of Resources
For many schemes, the issue of resources, or rather the lack of, is a pressing 
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concern.  Apart from difficulties in being able to buy consumables, such 
as food and clothing, scheme managers may well have to struggle with 
buildings and premises which are not ideal, and in some cases completely 
unsuitable.

The need is to be able to make the best use of the resources that exist, 
and to overcome or work towards eliminating some of the less useful 
environmental conditions. Inevitably this involves prioritisation. An 
example of where management was not able to do this is a project which 
accepted a donation of a vehicle.  While this seemed a generous gift from 
a benefactor unfortunately the cost of maintaining the vehicle to keep 
it road worthy and pay for fuel for which the project did not have funds 
meant that the staff of the project were continually taking money from the 
food budget. Consequently the project could not afford to buy sufficient 
and appropriate food and the children’s nutrition suffered.

CARE & ATTENTION 

All children are entitled to the rights enshrined in the UNCRC, including 
the right to appropriate care.  A common misconception is that treating 
everyone the same means that people are treated equally. Children 
are individuals, and their care should reflect their unique needs and 
circumstances.  This is particularly true when children are living in substitute 
care situations as unless special attention is paid to each child they can 
quickly just become a number rather than someone with their own identity.  
Sadly it is not uncommon for children in residential care to not even have 
clothes which are considered theirs and to have to share with other similar 
aged children in the project.

In some settings it may be preferable to provide separate facilities for 
boys and girls, such where there are strong cultural or religious norms 
which regulate interaction between the sexes. Doing this will ensure that 
the needs of both genders are promoted equally.

•  Physical Care
The easiest care needs to meet, although perversely this can be most 
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challenging in areas where resources are few, are physical care needs.  
This includes appropriate food, clothing and nutrition, shelter and all the 
basic necessities of life. To some extent what is appropriate should be 
consistent with a ‘normal’ family within the local community, although in 
areas of high deprivation and poverty this may not be sufficient to uphold 
children’s rights. Healthcare should also be provided, as is necessary 
for children. Obviously this will depend upon the ages of the children, 
and also any special circumstances (such as HIV or a disability or dietary 
requirements).  The healthcare provided should also be preventative, and 
for older children include sexual health issues. 

Children who have been commercially sexually exploited may have 
additional physical needs which arise as a result of the abuse they have 
suffered. For example children may have been subjected to severe physical 
mistreatment (such as torture) which may cause future problems, including 
acquired disabilities. Additionally children may have sexually transmitted 
infections (such as HIV, gonorrhea, chlamydia and genital warts) and other 
genitor-urinary  problems (frequently as a result of rape) requiring specialist 
medical attention, and extra hygiene measures. Girl children may also 
require help and treatment associated with pregnancy and childbirth.  

Care & Attention
Positive things to watch out for include:

• Nutritious food being provided
• Suitable clothing for all children
• Evidence of arrangements for access to a range of services  – including 

preventative healthcare and psychological assistance
• Carers using positive behaviour management techniques
• Children seemingly at ease around carers
• Carers praising achievements by children
• Carers being able to talk about individual needs / preferences of 

children or being a key worker
• Attention to physical environment and attempts to create a homely 

atmosphere – such a pictures
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•  Emotional & Psychological Care
Like adults, children have a need to be emotionally and psychologically 
well.  This can be very challenging to achieve, especially for children who 
have had difficult experiences and may have been abused or abandoned.  
For some children specialist support services may be necessary, but not 
every child who has experienced difficulties will need, or want, such 
assistance. Given that all abuse almost always results in a lack of control 
for the victim, it is important to ensure that in an attempt to help children 
workers do not replicate the feelings of a lack of control.  Children should 
never be made to attend or participate in therapeutic activities – instead 
these should be made available and children encouraged and supported 
to attend.

Whenever possible providing opportunities for children to exercise some 
control over their environment (eg. meal times) can instill a sense of control 
and autonomy in their lives.  The establishment of a youth advisory group to 
provide helpful input and suggestions to management can be very useful, 
and often results in creative ways of improving life in the programme.

Children who have had exploitative and abusive relationships with adults, 
such as those who have been commercially sexually exploited, and those 
who have been neglected may no longer see adults as a resource for 
them, and may find it hard to trust adults. These children, together with 
children who have experienced other hardships, may have negative and 
altered ideas about themselves and their identity.  They may suffer from low 
self esteem, have little confidence (although this is sometimes shown as 
being ‘over confident’) and feel unworthy and unloved. Children who have 
had to fend for themselves without the appropriate support of adults can 
often seem more mature than they really are (sometimes called psuedo-
maturity). 

One of the dynamics that children who have been sexually abused can 
display, especially those who have been prostituted, is the belief that giving 
sex can result in helping them get what they want.  This can result in flirtation 
or outright offers of sex. Staff in projects working with children who have 
been sexually abused need to be particularly skilled to ensure that they 
give children the clear message that such behaviour is neither warranted 
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(or appropriate) while at the same time not compounding any negative 
feelings the child may have about themselves, such as worthlessness or 
powerlessness. 

Children need the opportunity for self expression, and to explore their 
experiences in order to make sense of their situation and life story. 
Specialist psychological and emotional support services can be provided, 
but a sensitive worker who is able to listen to children can be of enormous 
help. Ideally a range of such services should be offered rather than one 
particular model or approach.  Some children may prefer individual work 
(sometimes understood as ‘counselling’) while other may find sharing in a 
group setting more useful.  Similarly some children may want to understand 
why their life is like it is, whereas others may want to concentrate on the 
future.  It is important that whatever helping services are provided that these 
are reflexive and meet the needs and preferences of children.  Likewise, 
as previously mentioned, a child’s desire not to participate should also be 
respected.

Some children, but not all, who have been severely maltreated or traumatic 
experiences, including being commercially sexually exploited, may have 
mental health problems that require specialist interventions in order to help 
them overcome their difficulties.  The most widely known of these problems 
is Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), the symptoms of which can 
include intrusive thoughts about the experience, numbing and avoidance 
and problems with sleeping.  These symptoms are common reactions to 
traumatic situations and to some extent are normal.  It is only when they 
persist over time that they may be an indication of a deeper problem.  
As research suggests learning disorders may be common among sexually 
exploited children, and may even play a role in the process preceding 
the abuse, any available education support in order to improve access to 
learning is very helpful.  

Substance abuse is a frequent concomitant of sexual abuse. It can 
sometimes increase vulnerability of, be a factor in, or result from abuse.  
Children often “self-medicate” with substances to dull pain and memories.   
Formal substance abuse programmes, such as AA or Al-anon, are often 
useful but irregularly available.  A holistic programme or scheme would 
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likely include the problem of substance abuse in some form.  It may be 
provided somewhere in group rules or conduct, as part of a psycho-
educational programme, or incorporated into the treatment programme.  

Many children who have experienced abuse have low self esteem and a 
lack of confidence. Closely linked with self esteem and high self worth is 
an appreciation of one’s identity and a sense of belonging.  Knowing who 
we are, and where we are from, helps give one a foundation for the future 
(even if that foundation was not without problems). This is of particular 
importance for children who have been separated from their communities, 
such as children who have been trafficked. The inclusion of traditional 
activities either as part of a recreational programme or a therapeutic 
approach can be very beneficial in strengthening children’s links with their 
origins.  It is also critical to recognise that under the UNCRC children have 
a specific right to their cultural heritage.

In addition to more specialist support and activities, regular carers, who 
are consistent in their approach, can help children to develop more healthy 
relationships, and a more constructive and positive view of themselves.  
Carers need to be accepting of children.  It is important when disciplining 
children in order to help them manage their behaviour that this is done in 
a way that does not leave the child with a sense of rejection.

Care & Attention
Worrying observations include:

• High turnovers of carers
• Lack of cleanliness in the scheme
• Heavy criticism of children by carers
• Carers making fun / belittling children, or ignoring them
• Children appearing overly withdrawn or reticent and avoiding carers

•  Physical Environment
Care and attention extends past the care that is provided to the physical 
environment itself.  This is the environment that children experience.  As 
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has been mentioned previously the physical environment may not be ideal, 
or may be very impoverished.  In other cases it may only be a temporary 
structure (and in the case of some outreach services may not exist).  However, 
irrespective of how unsuitable or impoverished it is possible to take care of 
the physical environment.  Attempts to improve a dreadful situation (such 
as pictures on the wall, plants and a clean environment) are all indicative 
of care being taken, and help to create a welcoming atmosphere which 
encourages a sense of belonging and of being valued.  Opportunities for 
children to voluntarily work together on enjoyable activities to decorate or 
improve surroundings can be quite useful in building a sense of teamwork 
and group cohesion.

A particularly bad example of the attention given to the physical environment 
was seen in a project where the carers sleeping accommodation was very 
comfortable, while the children’s areas were poorly furnished and dirty.

SAFETY & SECURITY 
Keeping children safe and secure is not just about locks and bars at 
windows.  Children not only need to be kept physically safe, but they also 
need to feel safe, both physically and emotionally.  Additionally children, 
especially as they grow increasingly independent, need to be helped to 
develop their own skills of keeping themselves safe.  Specifically in relation 
to personal safety issues, there is a lot of overlap with guidance and 
boundaries, as discussed in the following section.

•  Physical Security Measures
In some circumstances, such as where children are trafficked or very 
vulnerable to abduction, extra security may be needed, but in general 
security measures should be no greater than what is normal for the 
environment. Unless it is normal for other buildings, except for secure 
units or detention centres, if window bars and locks are needed  in a 
project to keep the children in the scheme (that is to stop them running 
off) it may suggest a problem. This might involve concerns about care, 
personnel, inadequate staffing, or behavior management strategies. 
However as running away is often an issue with commerically sexually 
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exploited children, addressing its root causes therapeutically is an important 
rehabilitative element in a comprehensive treatment scheme.

The issue of safety is to some extent subjective. Children who have been 
trafficked or exploited may feel the need for extra safety and may need a lot 
of reassurance that they are not at physical risk.

In almost all schemes it may be necessary for confidential information and 
consumables to be locked up (for stock control reasons). In residential care, 
children may also want somewhere secure to keep things that are precious 
to them, and this should be provided.

Obvious safety risks, such as busy roads or nearby rivers all need to be 
considered, and measures put in place (such as fences or gates) to keep 
children as safe as possible.

•  Protection by Organisation
Apart from physical protection measures, there are other things that organisations 
can do which will help children both feel safe and be safe. The foundation of this 
is being clear about the needs of children who use the project, and any 
special challenges that they may be facing.  One example  of this is the 
measures  put in place to keep other children safe if the project accepts 
children who have themselves been sexually abused (this is important as 
sometimes children who have been sexually abused can have confused 
ideas about sex and relationships, and may abuse other, normally younger, 
children).  Another example is how the projects help children who have very 
destructive behaviours, such as self harming or substance misuse, yet also 
ensures that other children are protected from harmful influences.

Organisation of the use of space can also make a difference.  For example 
sleeping arrangements and the location of toilets and washing facilities - if 
not carefully considered - pose dangers for children. An example of this 
is in an emergency shelter where there was only one girl staying with the 
rest of the occupants being teenage boys. The sleeping areas for boys and 
girls were separated by only a curtain, with the staff bedroom being some 
distance away.
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Supervision of children and young people has a role to play in ensuring 
that children are safe and secure.  In general, children in schemes should 
never be left alone to supervise others, even if this is what would normally 
be acceptable in the community. The main reason for this is because we 
can never know the background of either child, and hence how they might 
behave.  It is an organisation’s responsibility to ensure that the children that 
they are caring for are safe.  As a general rule, the younger the children, 
the higher the level of supervision needed.

•  Providing Emotional Security
While children need to be kept physically safe, they also need to be in 
an environment where they can develop a sense of being emotionally 
secure.  

Routines can be very helpful for children as it gives a sense of certainty, 
as can having carers and workers whose responses are consistent and 
predicable, providing these are appropriate. A sense of certainty is helpful 
as it helps create order and give a structure in the frequently chaotic lives 
of children.

Carers need to be able to help children manage their behaviours in ways 
that are not rejecting and which present an opportunity for learning.  
Constantly being in an environment which is negative and critical is 
unhelpful for anyone as it undermines self confidence and self worth.  

Safety & Security
Positive things to watch out for include:

• Supervision by carers
• Private, lockage storage for children
• Separate sleeping arrangements for older boys and girls
• Evidence of established routines – such as a bed time  and activity time
• Long term carers
• Carers modelling appropriate behaviour 
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Sometimes the management of a project can also undermine children’s 
sense of emotional security. One example of this is a residential project 
which accepted children from families who thought that they could not 
take care of their child.  Occasionally parents would change their minds 
and turn up in the evening asking for their child to be returned to them.  
When this happened the child would be woken up and sent home.  Other 
children were very unsettled when waking in the morning to find that a 
friend had ‘disappeared’ in the night.

The need to be able to develop close relationships with adults has been 
mentioned previously. Even if the project is a large scale orphanage, 
measures can still be put in place to reduce the negative impact of living 
in an institution. Examples of this include ensuring that the same staff 
work with the same children, meals are taken with the same small groups 
and rooms subdivided to give a sense of being smaller and providing 
additional privacy.

•  Encouraging Self Protective Behaviours
Another way of helping to keep children safe and secure is by encouraging 
them to develop their own self protection. This is particularly important as 
children grow older and their independence increases. 

Safety & Security
Worrying observations include:

• Lots of locks / bars at windows where unusual
• Children physically restrained / tied up / locked up
• Children supervising other  children alone
• Obvious physical dangers – roads, rivers etc 
• Carers expressing high levels of criticism to children
• Reports of unplanned moves of children from scheme / children being 

banned
• Children asking to leave with visitors
• Unusual number of injuries or bruises or other physical injuries
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In addition to teaching children how to protect themselves, modelling 
can also work.  Modelling means that carers themselves act in ways that 
demonstrate the desired way to behave.  For example, if carers are always 
shouting at each other and children or are always critical, then it should 
not be surprising if children behave in the same way.

Again this is an area in which the way a project is managed can have 
unintended consequences and undermine attempts to encourage self 
protective behaviours. Many projects use volunteers, and they can be 
an important contribution to the work of a project. However the use of 
volunteers, and its appropriateness needs to be carefully considered, 
especially if the volunteer is only there for a short period of time. Playing 
with children is very appealing for volunteers, but unfortunately it can be 
very disruptive to children in helping them form relationships with adults, 
and additionally can foster the (false) impression that all adults can be 
trusted, leaving them vulnerable to abuse and exploitation outside of the 
project.

Children and young people who have been sexually abused sometimes 
have mixed ideas about personal relationships. Similarly children who 
have not had close relationships with carers can often seem very hungry 
for love and affection.  It is easy to further confuse children so, although 
being friendly it is important that visitors avoid kissing, hugging and picking 
up children.  While it might feel nice to adults, it can give very confused 
messages about who is safe and who is not. Likewise, treats and gifts 
should not be given to children, without the permission of the management 
of the scheme.  If treats, such as food or toys, are brought by visitors  there 
should be enough for all children. 

GUIDANCE & BOUNDARIES
Children need adults for help in making choices and keeping safe.  
Obviously as a child becomes older and independence increases, adults 
can take less of an interventionist role.  
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•  Appropriate Behaviour Management Techniques
Carers at projects should use behaviour management techniques which 
are child centred and promote positive behaviour, and which do not 
undermine children and their self confidence and esteem.
  
While there needs to be clear sanctions and consequences for unacceptable 
behaviour, discipline should never be punitive.  Physical punishment, while 
initially appearing to be effective, in the longer term does not work.  It does 
not teach children anything except fear or the idea that the way to resolve 
issues is by violence.  Violence is also a violation of children’s rights.  
Projects should have expectations about the ways in which carers can 
discipline children.  It is NEVER acceptable to withhold basic necessities, 
such as food, as a punishment for what is considered ‘bad behaviour’.
A guide to appropriate behaviour management techniques is included in 
the appendices.  This gives examples of what visitors might see / hear 
which would indicate that appropriate behaviour management strategies 
are employed.

Projects need to decide under what, if any circumstances, will children 
no longer be able to attend the project, or if it is residential under what 
conditions children will be asked to leave.  The decision not to allow a 
child to remain should always be done with great care and thought.  It is 
important that children are not rejected and blamed because carers are 
not able to help them manage their behaviour.  Having said that, there may 
be circumstances when it is unsafe for the child, and / or other children at 
the project, for the child to remain.  If it is decided that a child has to leave 
a scheme for safety reasons then this must be done in a planned way, with 
clear explanations given as to why it is necessary.

Guidance & Broundaries
Positive things to watch out for include:

• Carers using appropriate behaviour management technique, including 
positive discipline and behavior reinforcement

• Children are  consulted and given choices
• Evidence of clear rules of acceptable  behaviour and sanctions
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•  Clear & Consistent Rules
It is important that whatever rules exist at the project that these are clear so 
that children know what is expected of them and that carers are consistent 
in their application.  For example if drugs and alcohol are found on the 
premises how will this be dealt with?  Will children be allowed to smoke?  
If the project is for boys and girls, how will relationships between older 
children be managed?

Although guidance is necessary, petty rules which serve no real purpose 
tend to have the effect of increasing incidents of unacceptable behaviour 
as children and adults can become locked in a battle for control.

•  Responsibility and Opportunities for Self Expression
Being given responsibility helps children both to develop their own 
independence, as well as to improving confidence and self esteem.  However 
the responsibility placed on children should always be appropriate for their 
age and individual circumstances. Often children who have shouldered 
inappropriate levels of responsibility in their earlier life appear to grow up 
and mature quickly.  It is important that schemes do not replicate this, and 
instead give children the opportunity to have a childhood.

Guidance & Boundaries
Worrying observations include:

• Carers and children engaged in struggles over control, evidenced by arguing 
and other conflict 

• Punitive punishment strategies, including withholding food and locking up
• Carers  constantly ‘child directive’ - telling children what to do 
• Children being given / assuming levels of responsibility for activities which 

are above that normally expected in the community 
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PLANNING & PROGRESS 
Children need to feel secure about themselves and their place in the world.  
While projects can play an important role in the lives of children, especially 
if they are residential, their ultimate purpose is to help children develop to 
their full potential and to grow into adults able to make the best of life’s 
chances. There should always be a purpose to a child attending a scheme, 
even if it is ‘just’ to make friends and keep occupied.

The future should be viewed as over the longer term, not just the immediate.  
Particularly when a child is involved with a scheme long term, or it is a 
residential project, one eye should always be kept to the future of the child, 
and what that might look like.  Children must also be involved in the plans 
for their future.

•  Case Management
In order to help with the care of children a case management system is 
useful.  In essence case management is simply a way of ensuring that there 
is a plan for the child so that services required are provided and needs are 
met, and that this is monitored. Such systems ensure that the child is not 
left to drift.  It is important to appreciate that the UNCRC gives a specific 
right to children who are living in alternative accommodation for their 
placement to be subject to periodic review.

Planning & Progress
Worrying observations include:
• Lack of interest expressed by carers in terms of what happens to 

children after they leave the scheme
• Few or inadequate arrangements for education / non formal  

education being provided
• Children appearing to be isolated from the community
• Training and vocations schemes where there seems little demand or 

opportunity in the community
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In practice it might be difficult for visitors to see case management, although 
they might be told by carers that such a system exists.  However, indicators 
that there is some sort of case management, even informal, would include 
if carers are able to talk about the longer term plans for children. 

One of the hallmarks of a case management system is the idea of there 
being a plan for the child which is regularly reviewed, and the progress of 
which is monitored.  One of the ways that this is often done is by identifying 
a key worker for the child who takes responsibility for ensuring that actions 
identified as part of the case management plan are delivered.

•  Connections  & Reconnections with Family,  Community & Culture
Wherever possible children who are not living with their families should be 
supported to stay in contact, or reconnect, with their families. This promotes 
a sense of identify and having a place in the world. Wherever possible, 
and safe, schemes should facilitate regular contact between children and 
the important people in their lives. This may involve face to face visits, as 
well as telephone calls and letters. Having family mementoes, such as 
photographs, around can also help the child maintain the link with their 
family.

Children need to be given the opportunity to make connections with the 
community and to reintegrate with society if necessary. For those children 
not living with their families it is important to keep in mind that the project 
is a critical transition to the ultimate goal of adulthood and independent 
living. Ways of connecting with the wider community could include children 

Planning & Progress
Positive signs to watch out for include:

• Carers talking about longer term plans for children
• Reports of children taking part in community activities
• Children possessing family mementoes 
• Life story work being undertaken with children
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attending mainstream services, such as local schools, faith based groups, 
or taking part in community or cultural activities such as festivals and 
clubs.

One point that cannot be underestimated is the difficulty that many children 
face reintegrating with their family or wider environment. This is especially 
true when there is stigma attached to the child, or where (as a result of 
their experiences) the child’s behaviour is challenging. It is important that 
where reintegration is one of the services provided by the project that 
there is a comprehensive follow up programme provided. This should be 
holistic and based on a child’s needs and circumstances and should not 
be understood as just one or two visits by a worker. While for some children 
this may be sufficient, others may require more assistance.

•  Preparation for the Future
Children need to be prepared for a future.  Apart from learning new ways 
of relating to others, children need to learn the key skills for life and which 
will enable them to generate income. Education, in its broadest sense, 
and training is of great importance. Life skills, such as how to manage 
money, good nutrition, physical health and self care, and sex education, 
are important for children if they are going to survive as adults.  

As a minimum any education provided, either onsite or by accessing other 
organisations, should be relevant and functional. Numeracy and literacy 
teaching should include local / national languages. A bad example of 
this not happening was a scheme in a remote area which had occasional 
volunteers teaching English to children who were not able to read or write 
in their own national language and were not being given lessons in this.

Many projects incorporate vocational training but this needs to be carefully 
planned after an assessment of what is needed. There is little point training 
young people for a skill if there is already an oversupply in the community, 
and so no real prospect of employment in the future. Similarly teaching 
children to produce goods for which there is no local market – such as 
making greeting cards – is of limited value unless there is a comprehensive 
strategy in place to develop sales opportunities elsewhere.  In addition to 
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teaching children skills, if there is an expectation that they will become 
self employed in the future then, they also need to be taught how to run a 
business / manage their affairs.

Depending on their experiences, and the nature of the scheme, children 
may also need help in overcoming past hurts to enable children to be able 
to move forward.  This will probably be in the form of psychological support 
and assistance, such as some kind of counselling, either provided onsite 
or by referral to another agency. As mentioned previously, it is important 
that children are given a choice about such assistance and not compelled 
to attend.
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APPENDIX 1   Suggested briefing sheet for site 
 visits - general considerations

2   Behaviour management - indicators of 
appropriate strategies

3   Children’s rights:overview of articles 
contained in the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child 1989

4   Selected resources & references
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Visiting schemes and projects can be an excellent way to learn about an 
organisation’s activities, and gain valuable insight into our own work.  
Additionally organisations are often very proud to have the opportunity to 
show case their work.  However, there are a few key considerations that 
need to be born in mind in order to ensure that the visit goes smoothly, and 
the maximum benefits are derived:

1. To make the most out of the visit think beforehand about what it is 
you want to see / learn.  Going somewhere for a ‘look around’ might 
be interesting, but may not be that fruitful in terms of its connection 
to your work.  Remember people (generally!) have busy lives and it 
is unfair to ask people to spend time showing you around if there is 
going to be little real benefit.

2. Think carefully about your appearance – the people that you are 
visiting may have little resources and money, or the location of the 
scheme may be in an area of high deprivation. It is important to keep 
to cultural norms about what is appropriate to wear.  In general clothes 
should be respectful, simple and conservative.  Lots of jewelry is not 
advised.

3. The maxim of ‘minimal effect’ should apply – your visit should involve 
as little inconvenience as possible to everyone’s lives, especially 
children and young people.  People tend to be generous hosts but try 
to limit your imposition to a minimum.

4. Photographs and videos should not be taken without the express 
permission of the management of the scheme, and the children / 
young people.  This should also include an explanation about what 
the pictures will be used for, and who will see them.  If possible take 
pictures where children’s faces are partially obscured, and thus can 
not be identified.

SUGGESTED BRIEFING SHEET FOR 
SITE VISITS - GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS
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5. Remember that while visiting a project or a scheme you are in 
someone else’s space – in some cases their home.  Privacy needs 
to be respected, and you should not wander around or enter rooms 
without asking or being invited to do so.  Similarly you should observe 
rules of the project (for example not smoking on the premises, or 
taking shoes off before entering a room if that is one of the rules).

6. It is generally not appropriate to enter bedrooms – even if invited.  
Children who have been abused sexually often have confused 
boundaries and this can be demonstrated by ideas about what is 
private and what is public space.

7. Even when permission is given to visit a scheme, or enter a certain 
area by carers, if it is an area that is normally used by children (such 
as a play room), it is polite to ask if they mind you being there.

8. Do not wander off!  Both for your protection,  and the protection of 
children and young people, you should not go off anywhere (even into 
another room) with a child unless accompanied by a member of the 
project staff.

9. It is good to interact with children, but be thoughtful about the 
information that you seek.  Don’t ask for personal information, 
particularly about the circumstances that lead to the person being 
in the shelter / project.  If such information is shared, you should be 
sensitive to what is said and thank the person for sharing personal 
information with you.

10. Remember that all information that you hear and see needs to be 
understood in context.  It is unhelpful to ask questions that you cannot 
do anything about (such as if children like their carers), or if you are 
not sure how to answer it (such as asking someone if they would rather 
live with their family).
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11. As has been said children and young people who have been sexually 
abused sometimes have mixed ideas about personal relationships.  
Similarly children who have not had close relationships with carers 
can often seem very hungry for love and affection. It is important, 
while being friendly, not to add to confusion, so please try to avoid 
kissing and hugging children. While it might feel nice to us, it can 
give very confused messages about who is safe and who is not, and 
appropriate behaviour.

12. Carers are responsible for children in projects, and will remain so 
after you leave.  Please avoid creating or making worse any problems 
by not undermining carers’ position with children.  You should always 
defer to the carer – unless it is a life threatening situation.

13. It is not a good idea to give presents to children, and certainly this 
should not be done without asking staff in advance (when the children 
are not present).  If you do want to give a gift to show your appreciation 
then think about whether there is something that the project could 
use.  Practical items, such as pens and books, are always appreciated, 
especially by schemes where there are limited resources.  There should 
be enough gifts to give to all children.

14. Shows, performances, songs, dances etc can be things that children 
enjoy putting on – but double check that this is what the children 
actually want to do.  Sometimes it is not a choice that is given, and 
children are just asked  / told to entertain. 
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When adults have to deal with children’s behaviour which they find 
challenging and difficult, it can get in the way of providing the care that 
children need.  Often we think about think about behaviour in terms of 
it being ‘good’ or ‘bad’, and depending upon the behaviour commonly 
exhibited children get labeled in the same way. It is useful to remember that 
behaviour is usually symptomatic of the way children / young people (and 
adults!) feel about themselves, their experiences and their situation, but 
this does not necessarily make certain situations easier to cope with.  All 
behaviour is useful to the child at that time, although it may not necessarily 
be helpful.

It should also be borne in mind that childhood is a time for exploration 
and a certain amount of the testing of boundaries is typical. 

Even if we are not the child’s principle carer, and perhaps are only visiting 
the place where the child lives, we still have an opportunity to influence 
the child and the way that they relate to the world. It is important to ensure 
that this is done sensitively however, so as not to undermine the regular 
care givers.

There are a number of general strategies which encourage positive 
behaviour and are of help in managing difficult or challenging behaviour, 
which both carers and visitors can do.  One of the problems with positive 
behaviour methods that carers often cite is that they fail, or are not as 
effective as physical discipline (often called corporal punishment)  ECPAT 
International does not believe that physical punishment is acceptable under 
any circumstances, even if it is not prohibited under domestic law.  

In almost all situations the reason why positive behaviour management 
strategies do not work is either because they are not applied consistently 
for long enough (that is staff give up too quickly), or because staff have not 
understood the needs or preferences of the child. One example of this is 
‘time out’ where a child is removed from a situation and sent somewhere 
(perhaps to another room alone). This works only if the child does not like 

BEHAVIOUR MANAGEMENT - INDICATORS OF 
APPROPRIATE STRATEGIES 
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being alone, but for a child that is happy to be by themselves, and prefers 
it, disciplining a child in this way may actually encourage undesirable 
behaviour!

•  Model good behaviour Show children by example the kind of behaviour 
that is socially excepted and desired 

•   Wherever possible ignore bad behaviour and concentrate on good 
behaviour – Children want attention; by noticing the good things that 
they do you will encourage them to do these more often

•   Reinforce positive behaviour by reward to encourage more of it  - This 
may just be your attention and praise

•   Criticise behaviour and not the person – eg ‘Hitting is bad because….’ 
not ‘you are bad for hitting’ – Abused children typically already have 
poor self-esteem and a low sense of value; externalising the behaviour 
allows the child to see themselves as separate, and hence able to 
decide to do things differently in the future, and does not contribute to 
negative feelings about themselves

•   Create opportunities for learning – e.g. ‘As you broke a cup this time, 
remember next time not to carry so many’ Enable the child to see that 
mistakes can be made, and that this is not a threat to your relationship 
with them, which will continue despite the incident

•  Be consistent  – Children need to feel secure – part of this comes from 
knowing the ‘rules’

•  Use distraction before the situation escalates – Remember it is better to 
avoid a conflict than to have to deal with it

•  Be clear about what is expected, and about what will happen if not 
–Don’t assume that the child knows what you want them to do - be 
explicit about ‘what’ it is you want them to do.  For example, don’t say 
‘stop messing around’ instead say what they are doing that means they 
are messing around
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•  Use positive phrasing – e.g. Not “don’t put the cup there” but “put the 
cup on the table instead of leaving it there” –This enables the child to 
have interactions which are not negative, and thus increase self-esteem 
as the child does not constantly experience being criticised or ‘told 
off’

•  Be seen to be fair and give opportunity to tell their story – Children 
often feel victimised and powerless, they need to see that it is possible 
to have relationships with people where they are not exploited (but this 
does not mean you have to always give into a child or do what they 
want)

•  Give ‘good’ and positive messages – Notice the things that children are 
good and skilled at.  Commenting on these helps build self-esteem 

•  Allow child to take responsibility for a task / well being of others – This 
will help the child have a sense of achievement and importance and 
raise self-esteem

•  Increase the child’s sense of control – e.g. by giving choices and 
including them in decisions, although it may not be appropriate for 
them to have the final decision This increases the child’s perception of 
being in charge of their life and reduces feelings of powerlessness and 
vulnerability.  By doing this the child will learn that they can get what 
they want without having to ‘act out’ (e.g. by having temper tantrums)

•  Listen and empathise with the feelings / views that are being expressed, 
(or which you think are there) even if you don’t agree - This helps 
children to appreciate that you are interested in them and are fair, and 
does not make them feel that they need to ‘act out’ to be heard, or to 
get their own way

•  Remove onlookers or the child from the situation - Although ‘time out’ 
for cooling off can be useful, one of the problems of using this technique 
is that it can reinforce a child’s sense of isolation and rejection.  Better 
to bring the child to you, rather than push away, but at the same time 
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remove them from the situation. For example if there is a fight, you 
could send the child to another room alone, but it would be better to 
suggest that the child come somewhere with you

•  Don’t be over punitive –  Ask yourself (and be honest!) if I were a child, 
would I think that this was fair? Sometimes the sanctions given are 
much too harsh and out of proportion to the problem

•  Use humour to defuse situations – Although this should never be at the 
expense of ridiculing or belittling the child

•  Apologise - If you are wrong, giving an explanation (if appropriate) for 
your actions.  This shows children that it is fine to make mistakes, but 
that lessons need to be learned from them.  This will also help build 
trust and respect.

Finally remember that if you are not the principle or regular carer for the 
child then you can create many difficulties in the relationship between the 
child and the carer if you undermine their carer by ignoring what they say 
about what they want the child to do, contradicting this or placing the 
carer in the position of having to agree to something they may not feel is 
in the child’s best interest.
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The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
gives children certain rights – these apply to all children:
 
Article 1  Child is defined as being under 18 years old
Article 2 Non-Discrimination – rights apply to all children
Article 3 The ‘Best Interests’ of the child should always apply
Article 4 States must do all they can to implement the rights 
  of children
Article 5 Respect must be given to parents’ rights and 
  responsibilities to give guidance, dependent upon 
  the child’s evolving capacities
Article 6 Right to survival and development
Article 7 Right to a name and a nationality
Article 8 Identity, including name, nationality and family ties, 
  should be protected
Article 9 Right to live with parents, unless this is incompatible with 
  child’s best interests
Article 10 Children have the right to enter / leave country for the 
  purpose of being with their family
Article 11 Right not to be kidnapped
Article 12 Right to express opinions, and for these to be taken 
  into consideration
Article 13 Right to freedom of expression
Article 14 Right to freedom of thought, conscience and 
  religion, subject to parental guidance
Article 15 Freedom of association
Article 16 Right to privacy
Article 17 Right to access of appropriate information
Article 18 Parents have primary responsibility for raising 
  children and States should assist them in doing this
Article 19 Right to protection from abuse and neglect
Article 20 Special protection needed for children without families

CHILDREN’S RIGHTS:OVERVIEW OF ARTICLES 
CONTAINED IN THE UNITED NATIONS CONVENTION 
ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD 1989
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Article 21 Adoption should only be carried out when it is in the best 
  interest of the child
Article 22 Special protection should be granted to refugee children
Article 23 Disabled children are entitled to special support
Article 24 Right to health and health services
Article 25 When a child is placed by the State in alternative 
  care, they have the right to have that placement 
  evaluated periodically
Article 26 Child should benefit from any social security, including 
  social insurance
Article 27 Right to an appropriate standard of living – States should 
  support parents in doing this if necessary
Article 28 Right to education
Article 29 Education should aim to prepare the child for an active 
  adult life
Article 30 Children of minorities or indigenous population have the 
  rights to enjoy their own culture
Article 31 Right to leisure, recreation and cultural activities
Article 32 Right to be protected from child labour
Article 33 Right to protection from drug abuse, or being involved 
  in production or distribution of drugs
Article 34 Right to protection from sexual exploitation
Article 35 Right to protection from sale, trafficking and abduction
Article 36 Rights to be protected from all forms of exploitation
Article 37 No child shall be subjected to torture or deprived of their 
  liberty.  Children who are detained shall be kept separate 
  from adults and entitled to legal assistance
Article 38 Children under 15 years old shall not be directly involved 
  in armed conflict. Special protection and care is
  necessary for children affected by armed conflict
Article 39 Children shall have access to appropriate 
  rehabilitation care
Article 40 Special measure apply to the provision and dministration 
  of juvenile justice
Article 41 The highest standard shall apply when there is conflict 
  between State and international legislation
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Key Documents

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989
The fundamental document relating to the rights of children.

Proposed Draft UN Guidelines on Alternative Care of Children / Care of 
Children without Parental Care (2007) – available from the Better Care 
Network (www.bettercarenetwork.org) At the time of writing this guide 
the proposed UN Guidelines on the Alternative Care / Care of Children 
without Parental Care, as developed by the NGO Group in Geneva, 
have not been finalised and adopted.  It is likely that the guidelines as 
they currently exist will be revised before being adopted by the UN, but 
nevertheless they will be a good starting place for thinking about standards 
of care, and how this should be provided

ICRC (2004) Inter-agency Guiding Principles on Unaccompanied and 
Separated Children; Geneva These guidelines specifically cover the care 
of children who are in need of alternative care as a result of an emergency 
or disaster situation

Key Resources

There are many organisations who have vast experience in caring 
for children and their websites can be a useful source of information.  
However, one of the most helpful websites is the Better Care Network 
(established by UNICEF) which focuses on alternative care for children.  
The Better Care Network has an extensive library of resources that can be 
downloaded, many of which are from developing countries.  There is also 
a regular email newsletter / update which gives a summary of new papers 
/ publications.

www.bettercarenetwork.org

SELECTED RESOURCES & REFERENCES
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Other Publications

Numerous publications exist about the care of children, and there are 
many books about child development and child psychology.  To a certain 
extent these are a matter of personal preference, partly dependent upon 
available resources and the level of interest.  Particularly useful are:

Fahlberg V (1991, revised & updated subsequently) A Child’s Journey 
Through Placement; Perspectives Press, Indianapolis, USA
Although this publication is based on the experience of children in care 
in the US and UK, it is an excellent resource as it gives a very clear 
explanation of what children experience when they cannot live with their 
families and what can be done to minimise the stress to children, together 
with a concise overview of child development and child psychology

Gardiner HW, Mutter JD & Kosmitzki C (1998) Lives Across Cultures: 
Corss-Cultural Human Development; Allyn & Bacon, Singapore
There are many publications regading child development and children’s 
needs.  This is particularly useful as it takes a cross cultural perspective and 
explores how dominant ideas and theories fit in various contexts

Hicks L, Gibbs I, Weatherly H & Byford S (2007) Managing Children’s 
Homes; Jessica Kingsley Publishers, London, UK
A useful publication which although written from a UK perspective focuses 
on leadership, effective management, the allocation of resources, and 
ensuring positive outcomes for young people in residential care.  It 
explains the considerable variation in quality achieved by children’s homes 
and how this relates to management style, working environment and staff 
structures. The skills and qualities that make effective managers of homes 
are also explored.

Tolfree D (2005) Facing the Crisis – Supporting Children Through Positive 
Care Options; Save the Children Fund, London, UK  
A very readable booklet, part of a series, which explores the care of children 
in developing countries.  It is available online from Save the Children UK 
www.savethechildren.org.uk
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