
 

 1 

 

[1]STANDARD 17 
Community Level Approaches 
 

Introduction 
[2]Communities play a significant role in the prevention of and response to risks faced by children and 
adolescents in humanitarian settings. [3] In every humanitarian crisis, community supports are always in 
place to protect children and adolescents. [4]Even in situations where community supports are not easy 
to identify by external actors, communities organise themselves in a variety of ways to protect children 
and adolescents at risk.  
 
[5]Community level child protection approaches seek to understand endogenous child protection 
supports and coping strategies and work in collaboration with communities to better understand 
perceived needs and the most relevant and appropriate way of meeting those needs within a given 
context.  [6]Rooted in the socio-ecological model (see the Introduction to Strategy Pillar), community 
level child protection approaches require a thorough understanding of existing practices: how 
childhood, child wellbeing and chid protection is understood, how child protection is addressed (both in 
terms of prevention and response), and by whom in the community,  including societal norms, and 
behaviours and belief systems that influence these practices. [7]Evidence to date has shown that these 
processes of deep context analysis and patient facilitation of community led action achieve high levels of 
community ownership and lead to positive outcomes for children.  
 
[8]Learning indicates the tendency has been for humanitarian responders to establish parallel systems 
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for child protection not adequately taking into account existing child protection supports in the 
community. [9] In the past, much of the work with communities undertaken by humanitarian response 
actors has been centred on the establishment of Child Protection Committees and Child Friendly Spaces. 
[10]These models have relied heavily on predefined and imported models, not necessarily taking into 
account existing models and practices. [11]While these interventions are implemented in the community, 
they do not typically originate from the community. [12]They are typically top-down approaches as the 
funding, design, and implementation of these is usually initiated from humanitarian actors. 
Interventions like these can have a place in humanitarian response if the methods are inclusive, 
participatory and accountable to the population. [13]However, an increasing body of evidence 
demonstrates that insufficient context analysis at the community level contributes to an over-reliance 
on imported models of programming which are not adequately contextualised resulting in lack of 
community ownership and ultimately less effective and sustainable programmes.  [14]Consider the 
following ways humanitarian actors can engage communities:  
 

[15]Typology of Approaches to Engaging with Communities 

# Typology Description Community Ownership 

1 [16]Direct 
implementation by 
agency 

[17]agencies design actions and 
interventions, inform government and civil 
society, and the community acts as a 
beneficiary of those services 

[18]Agency owns the 
intervention 

2 [19]Community 
involvement in agency 
initiatives 

[20]agencies identify, train, and support 
communities to carry out specific activities 
designed by the agency (ex: typically where 
the child protection committees, groups 
and mechanisms fall) 

[21]Agency and 
community share 
intervention; 
partnership 

3 [22]Community owned 
and managed activities 
mobilized by external 
agency 

[23]agencies mobilize communities with the 
hope of enabling the community to sustain 
the work in the long term (ex: agency 
enables community to analyse its own 
situation, identify priorities and actions, 
and plays role of facilitator/capacity 
builder) 

[24]Agency and 
community share 
intervention but 
sustainability of 
interventions may 
depend on that sense of 
ownership 

4 [25]Community owned 
and managed activities 
initiated from within the 
community 

[26]community analyses its own situation 
and identifies priorities. Agency does not 
lead the process, but can provide funding 
and capacity building as necessary. 

[27]Community owned, 
the agency’s role, if any 
is seen as supportive 

 
[28]Ideally community level approaches should build on existing community supports and facilitate 
community designed and led processes. [29]However, in many humanitarian settings where the 
magnitude of child protection concerns against children and adolescents is overwhelming, and the 
timeframe to respond is short, this may not always be possible.  
 
[30]Regardless of what level of engagement is deemed most appropriate it is critical to understand 
perceived priorities within the community and how to design appropriate and relevant strategies for 
meeting those needs within the specific context. [31]Each context will have its own unique variables and 
complexities which should inform programme design on an on-going basis. [32]Effort should always be 



 

 3 

made to strengthen existing child protection systems within the community including ensuring 
transition plans are articulated on an on-going basis.  
 

Standard 
[33]Humanitarian actors work with communities to strengthen existing child protection systems to 
prevent and respond to risks faced by children and adolescents in humanitarian crises. 
 

Key Actions 
 

Preparedness 
 
17.1. [34]Conduct an in-depth context analysis to understand perceived priorities within the community 

and existing child protection systems within the community. 
17.2. [35]Work with adults as well as children and adolescents in the community to identify priority 

issues they want to address, how to address them, what support they need, how to implement 
the intervention, what defines success, etc. [36]In diverse settings, special attention should be 
given to the inclusion of diverse views, in particular the ones of girls and women or other groups 
at risk of discrimination. [137Assist in the careful selection of community counterparts to ensure 
the views of groups at risk of discrimination are heard as well as community leaders. 

17.3. [38]Develop a strategy for engaging children and adolescents that takes into account social 
norms/views and avoids any harm/risk to children and adolescents. 

17.4. [39]Work with others that are already engaged with communities to adapt what they are already 
doing to include child protection considerations. 

17.5. [40]Work with child protection in development actors, civil society and local government partners 
to map existing protection supports. [41]Seek to identify existing protective assets and potential 
deficits. 

17.6. [42]Conduct a risk analysis and carefully consider the security of community members who are 
consulted and the potential for reprisals against those who speak. [43]Develop confidentiality 
protocols to govern consultation where appropriate. [44]Ensure that sufficient planning has been 
done to protect individuals or communities from facing repercussions as a result of discussing 
child rights violations. 

17.7. [45]Ensure those who are working with these communities have the appropriate skills and build 
capacity where necessary, including mentoring and supervision arrangements. 

17.8. [46]Consider the operating environment you are working in and develop plans and methods for 
how to consult with affected communities, particularly those displaced in geographically 
dispersed areas (eg. urban environments). 

17.9. [47]Conduct a risk assessment to understand the possible effect of an external agency becoming 
involved with the community. [48]If possible, use existing assessments and resources and the do 
no harm approach. 

17.10. [49]Analyse existing social norms and power dynamics – including between adults and children, 
men and women and among community groups - are integrated into initial assessments and 
encourage inclusive community processes aimed at bringing forward under-represented groups. 

 

Response 
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17.11. [50]Conduct a thorough context analysis including the above considerations. Update any pre-
existing analysis based on any changes as a result of the humanitarian situation.  

- [51]Refugee and migrant families in urban areas may be reluctant to come forward to seek 
assistance. Ensure locations of affected communities as well as services and agencies 
available have been mapped. 

- [52]In displacement settings, ensure analysis considers any tensions amongst displaced 
groups and between displaced groups and host communities which may have implications 
for children. If necessary, develop activities to reduce these tensions. 

17.12. [53]Assess regularly whether community supports have been affected by the humanitarian 
situation.   

17.13. [54]Decide with communities how you will plan to work together to avoid raising unrealistic 
expectations. [55]As much as possible, allow the community to define the relationship, roles and 
responsibilities while ensuring fair representation and non-discrimination.  

17.14. [56]Work with the community to involve different subgroups, and those at-risk by asking 
thoughtful questions about participation and raising awareness about inclusion. [57]Negotiate 
space for highly vulnerable groups, such as girl only discussions and advocate for prioritization of 
issues highlighted by these groups. 

17.15. [58]When implementing urgent top-down initiatives invest in building relationships and rapport 
with communities to inform programming and for longer term engagement (ex: facilitating 
discussions, process and planning around reducing risks) to ensure programme design is informed 
by community perceptions on an on-going basis. 

17.16. [59]Work with communities to identify child protection response areas that are already embedded 
in communities and those that require agency support. 

17.17. [60]Do not steer communities to address a specific issue. [61]Limit technical language, and focus on 
facilitating their desired actions. [62]Ask communities, what they plan to do to address these 
problems, and how your agency could help.  

17.18. [63]Work with communities to address underlying root causes, social norms and behaviours that 
can have a negative impact on children/adolescents’ rights, safety, development, and well-being.  

17.19. [64]Connect with and establish working relationships with sectors outside child protection to 
support communities to address complex problems (ex: community interventions addressing child 
labour may require support from education, livelihoods, and protection actors) (see integrated 
programming section).  

17.20. [65]Help to connect non-formal community systems to formal child protection systems. [66]For 
example, linking communities to referral networks. 

17.21. [67]Facilitate discussions with communities to plan interventions to address prioritized child 
protection risks. [68]Work with communities to define what progress in addressing a risk would 
look like. [69]How would they measure their impact? [70]What does success look like to them? [71] 
Utilize these discussions to develop monitoring and evaluation plans, benchmarks, and goals.  

17.22. [72]Identify (within the planning process) capacity building needs, who will attend these, who will 
provide the capacity building (as much as possible, work with local actors such as national and 
local NGOs), and how it will be delivered (ex: language, technology, accessibility, etc.). [73]Ensure 
staff working with communities have sufficient supervision and support from experienced 
personnel. [74]Ensure they are aware of the obligations to provide support to all children in need 
in a non-discriminatory manner. 

17.23. [75]Support communities to conduct effective community level messaging (utilizing relevant 
technologies) on preventing violence, exploitation, neglect and abuse of children and adolescents 
as well as dangers related to accidents (see Standard 7). 
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17.24. [76]Discuss what went well and what can be improved regularly with communities, including with 
children and adolescents. Use participatory learning activities to set the stage for and enable 
subsequent community participation and engagement. Share the learning back with the 
community for feedback and to check for accuracy.   

17.25. [77]Provide on-going child-friendly feedback, monitoring, accountability mechanisms. 
 

Measurement 
 

INDICATOR TARGET NOTES 

17.1  [78]% of community-owned child protection interventions 
across the response that have achieved at least half of their 
outcome targets on time. 

80% [79]Could be 
measured through 
coordination group, 
agency level, or can 
be modified to 
reflect a specific 
project. 

17.2 [80]% of child protection intervention funding across the 
response that has been disbursed to community-owned 
actions by the end of the response. 

80% 

17.3 [81]Inclusion of questions/mapping on existing capacities 
among the affected population that support children and 
adolescents in rapid child protection or multi-sectoral 
assessments 

Yes
 

 

17.4 [82]% of targeted communities where groups at risk of 
discrimination are able to be actively involved in protecting 
children and adolescents if they wish to be 

80%
 

[83]Each group 
should be measured 
separately. 

17.5 [84]% of actions within community action plans that have 
received a response 

90% [85]An action could 
include, awareness 
raising on a subject, 
or reducing a risk to 
children. 

17.6 [86]% of community members involved in community led 
initiatives that demonstrate increased knowledge on self-
identified area/skill of improvement. 

80%  

 

Guidance Notes  
 
17.1. Supporting community led processes: 
[87]Community level approaches build on existing capacities, structures, and processes that play a 
significant role in preventing and responding to child protection risks and violations. [88]External 
agencies play a facilitating role to mobilize community commitment and resources to protect their 
children and adolescents, in order to strengthen community ownership. [89]There is no “one size fits all” 
model of intervention; programming should be developed with in each context. Bringing in unfamiliar 
processes and imposing new structures or groups can undermine existing support and are usually not 
sustainable.  
 
17.2. Context analysis: 
[90]Effective community level child protection programming should be based on in a deep understanding 
of the context. [91]Before the context analysis, conduct a preliminary risk assessment to ensure 
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appropriate questions are asked, conflict sensitivity is mainstreamed, and informed consent and do no 
harm principles are upheld. [92]Ethical considerations, including those around child participation, must 
continue to be considered during the context analysis. [93]The use of participatory methods helps to 
reveal perceived priorities, existing protection capacities, structures and processes; relevant aspects of 
culture, such as social norms; age, gender and disability analysis; local power structures and dynamics; 
etc. [94]Understand how key concepts such as community, childhood, risk, vulnerability and protection 
are understood in the local context and language and by groups at risk of discrimination. If the 
geographic community consists of diverse populations, such as displaced and host populations, include 
similarities and differences for each group in the analysis. [95]Avoid using international child rights 
terminology (ex: child protection, child labour, etc.) that can seem foreign and not aligned with local 
understandings. [96]Context analysis should be an on-going process as trust is built in communities and 
new understandings emerge and the needs and situation may change over time. [97]In the initial acute 
phase of a humanitarian response it may be necessary to conduct a more traditional needs assessment, 
but context analysis should be included in the response plan. [98]It will be necessary to identify 
immediate and urgent priorities such as preventing family separation and supporting reunification 
efforts. 
 
17.3. Community engagement and ownership: 
[99]Community level approaches are most effective and sustainable when the affected community has 
ownership and see them as a way of fulfilling their responsibility to children and adolescents. 
[100]Agencies should avoid rushing community members to prioritize their concerns, propose solutions 
and mobilize resources to activate local networks for children and adolescents. [101]Efforts should be 
made to facilitate and promote culturally sensitive approaches that are aligned with international legal 
and human rights standards such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. [102]Agencies should 
involve a broad representation of the community and define roles and responsibilities in a participatory 
process.  
 
17.4. Child participation: 
[103]Evidence has shown that where there is the ethical involvement of children in community child 
protection processes they can increase the efficacy of the work because of their creativity, 
resourcefulness and insights. [104]Community level approaches, however, recognize the challenges to 
meaningful participation of girls and boys, particularly for younger children and girls.  [105]It is important 
for external agencies to understand the local dynamics around children’s participation in community 
processes, consider and prevent potential risks of children’s involvement, facilitate safe and meaningful 
participation through the support of allies in the community, and ensure that it is truly voluntary – as is 
their right.  [106]Appropriate roles and responsibilities for boys and girls should be clarified through a 
participatory process.  
 
17.5. Resources inputs: 
[107]Evidence has shown that infusing large sums of financial or material resources—including payment 
of participating individuals-- can undermine community ownership, which is driven by voluntary action, 
and limit sustainability. [108]Mobilizing community resources, with guidance about how to appropriately 
provide that support, will contribute to community ownership and sustainability. [109]There may be 
exceptions for small supports such as providing phone credit, notebook, or uniforms to perform agreed 
upon responsibilities.  [110]When this is needed, humanitarian actors are encouraged to work at an 
inter-agency level to determine standardized support across agencies. 
 
17.6. Capacity Development: 
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[111]Capacity development efforts should be developed in consultation with community participants 
taking account of their needs (which can be assessed through a capacity assessment) and interest to 
further their capacities, skills and confidence to undertake the child protection initiatives they prioritize 
as well as longer term strategies to address child protection risks. [112]Dialogue with the community to 
identify the most appropriate persons to participate in capacity building taking into account the need to 
include groups at risk of discrimination, as well as representatives from different sub-sets of community, 
and how that would most effectively roll out. [113]Training should be culturally, developmentally, age 
and gender appropriate, use participatory methods of dialogue and mutual learning, build on local 
understanding of children, adolescents and their needs, and ensure genuine inclusiveness – not just 
working with the most powerful or influential community members. [114]Trainings should not be “one-
off” but include long term engagement, coaching, and other strategies throughout the period of working 
together. [115]Bringing other sectors into the capacity building plans is highly encouraged. 
 
17.7. Inclusion and representation: 
[116]Humanitarian organisations should recognise that their own involvement with communities will 
affect local power structures, and should continue to build on the context and risk analysis to 
understand and manage power dynamics to ensure that no harm is done to specific groups or 
individuals. [117]From the start, humanitarian actors should take steps to engage with groups at risk of 
discrimination in the community. [118]Representation and inclusion are important in community level 
child protection so take steps to learn who is at risk of discrimination in a community decision making, 
why, and make efforts to facilitate their inclusion. [119]This requires dialogue, patient listening, a clear 
identification of the appropriate allies within the community to advocate on behalf of those excluded in 
addition to self-advocacy and representation. 
 
17.8. Child protection systems: 
[120]Community level child protection efforts are most effective when formal and informal elements of 
the child protection system are linked together as well as connections made with regional and national 
levels. In settings where it is appropriate steps should be taken to help community level capacities, 
structures, and processes to connect with the government-led aspects of the child protection system at 
different levels, including police services, social workers, HIV/AIDS and health workers, child-welfare 
services, education services, sexual and reproductive health, the juvenile justice system and other 
service providers. [121]In some contexts national legislation or operational policies do not accommodate 
the inclusion of refugees or other non-nationals in national systems. [122]This requires additional 
advocacy and additional complementary community strategies. [123]When working with refugee, 
migrant and IDP families and children it is important to be aware of potential tensions and incidents of 
discrimination or xenophobia experienced by these groups. [124]Bear in mind that in some cases it may 
take time to build trust between government authorities, host communities and these groups. 
 
17.9. Integrated and holistic programming:  
[125]Community level approaches to child protection should, where appropriate, be integrated 
throughout other child protection strategies and other humanitarian sector responses. [126]Analyse how 
and when communities could be more directly involved in interventions that external agencies tend to 
implement (e.g. case management, family tracing and reunification, psychosocial support, etc.), 
especially in contexts where the presence of external agencies is limited or constrained. [127]Consider 
also how engagement of communities in the above interventions may create risks in relation to the 
fundamental principles of child protection programming (e.g. violation of confidentiality, unintended 
harm). [128]This may be the case working on highly sensitive issues such as sexual and gender-based 
violence, or involving highly vulnerable or groups at risk of discrimination within the larger community. 
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17.10. Differing contexts: 
[129]Different humanitarian settings present both opportunities and challenges to implementing 
community level child protection. [130]Urban contexts may offer more opportunities for linking 
community mechanisms with other parts of the child protection system, however there may be less of 
an identifiable, cohesive “community” than in urban and rural contexts which may also require different 
methods of communication. [131]Even when full community action is not appropriate, there may be 
groups who are ready and willing to develop and take actions to support at risk children. [132]In such 
settings, it is possible to have highly participatory, locally owned approaches, yet it is also essential to 
avoid privileging particular groups.  
 
17.11. Funding: 
[133]Often in emergencies, practitioners are required to develop and submit proposals for funding in a 
short timeframe of 5 to 10 days, which is insufficient for conducting careful assessments or for designing 
long-term community-based interventions that would strengthen child protection systems. [134] It is 
recommended that practitioners conduct multi-agency assessments and fact-finding as a means of 
developing an adequate foundation for programming as well as gain trust in communities. [135]Work 
with senior management and donors to build flexibility into programming that allows for plans that may 
be adjusted when new information from assessment and work with communities is received. 
[136]Advocacy with donors, local partners and communities to support the longer time frame of 
community level approaches should be undertaken. Humanitarian actors should aim to collect case 
studies and lessons learnt on community level approaches. 
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