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LEAVE NO CHILD BEHIND ON THE WAY TO 
THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 
A renewed call for support for global child protection and care reform 

to	unlock	progress against 2030 goals 

 

 

 

The Sustainable Development Goals recognise the rights of children 

The 2015 ‘Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ 

set ambitious global targets to meet by 2030, promising to ‘leave no one behind’ as they tackle 

poverty, education for all, ending violence against children and many other targets. The SDGs 

recognise the essential role that families play in achieving their aim.  The Agenda seeks to “…. 

strive to provide children and youth with a nurturing environment for the full realization of their 

rights and capabilities, helping our countries to reap the demographic dividend including 

through safe schools and cohesive communities and families, and call for greater 

disaggregation of data related to disability and other factors in order to meet the needs of 

those who are most vulnerable, including children.”. 

	

Care reform and the SDGs 

Children in institutions are among the most marginalised groups in society, often separated 

from their families due to poverty, social exclusion, discrimination based on disability, 

structural racism and lack of access to services in their own communities. 

Institutions systematically deprive children of their rights, exposing them to an environment 

where they are disproportionately likely to face neglect and abuse. While children remain 

confined to institutions, the promise to “leave no one behind” cannot be achieved. 

As well as directly removing children from a harmful environment, care reform plays a critical 

role in guaranteeing a range of human rights and securing key elements of global development 

for all children. 

The very process of reforming care systems identifies critical inter-linkages between the 

institutionalisation of children and other key human rights and development areas.  

Taking a holistic, multi-sector approach to care reform can catalyse and strengthen positive 

change across a broader system of support for children, families and their communities.  This 

can secure the foundations to deliver the Sustainable Development Goals.   
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Our recommendations to achieve global care reform 

The following recommendations for international decision makers, and apply to 

care	reform	in	any culture or context.  

1. Identify and act upon the critical role care reform plays in guaranteeing a range of 

human	rights and securing key elements of global development for all children. 

Supported,	loving and resilient families are at the heart of delivering the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). Without the supportive net of a family, children will struggle to 

realise the benefits and ambition of the SDGs. All investment, policies and programmes to 

achieve the SDGs must therefore be required to identify and act upon their responsibility to 

help	keep	children in safe, supported families. 

2. Identify and tackle the drivers of why children are separated from their families and	placed	

in institutions. Doing this provides a valuable entry point to understand the	nature, location 

and mix of services needed to best support vulnerable children, families	and communities. 

It reaches a segment of the population that experiences some of	the most extreme and 

compounded vulnerabilities, and can catalyse changes in all sectors that play a role in 

supporting children and families. It can secure the foundations through which the 

Sustainable Development Goals can be achieved. 

3. Use the care reform process as a way of understanding the root causes of this problem to 

identify and unlock which changes are needed to build stronger, more inclusive, family-

based systems of support – essential for delivering the Sustainable Development Goals, 

and realising human rights.  

 

This includes exploring the different factors that directly and indirectly contribute to placing 

children and families at risk:  

• Structural social, economic and environmental forces: These are systems that shape the 

conditions of daily life; how we grow, work and live. This can include access to health and 

education, economic policies and social norms. These forces impact on inequalities seen 

within and between countries.  

• Stigma and discrimination: This includes certain communities, families and children that 

are discriminated against – such as children with disabilities, migrants, indigenous 

populations, ethnicities and gender discrimination. Discrimination creates unequal 

societies and compounds and reinforces structural inequalities based on social, economic 

and environmental forces.  

• Exposure to child protection risks: Children and families exposed to child protection risks 

such as violence in their communities or households face significant risks and challenges. 

Phenomena such as violence can be a product of social, economic and environmental 

forces, and discrimination, and as such, responses to violence prevention have to be seen in 

the broader societal context. 

 

See our SDG-specific recommendations in module 1 of our pioneering publication Families. Not 

Institutions. 

 

https://www.hopeandhomes.org/publications/families-not-institutions/
https://www.hopeandhomes.org/publications/families-not-institutions/
https://www.hopeandhomes.org/publications/families-not-institutions/
https://www.hopeandhomes.org/publications/families-not-institutions/
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Our call: Transform care systems to leave no child behind  

A strong care system must be inclusive of all children. Without this, we cannot 

claim	to	have	achieved the Sustainable Development Goals agenda’s aim to ‘leave 

no	one	behind’.	Stigma and discrimination in the system often results in certain groups 

of	children	disproportionately being separated from their families, entering the care 

system,	and	being placed in institutions.  

Once in an institution, many groups of children, such as children with disabilities, and girls, are 

more likely to suffer harm. Even in countries that have started to transition away from care 

systems that rely on institutions, where stigma and discrimination have not been tackled, these 

groups of children remain on the margins, and are more likely to remain in institutions, or 

placed in alternative care that does not meet their needs.  

It is essential to monitor the system to ensure that groups of children are not being left behind 

in reform efforts, and to keep the pressure on relevant ministries or service providers to 

maintain momentum. 

It is the reform of child care and protection systems that will enable us to create the conditions 

for progress, and maintain existing gains, on the Sustainable Development Goals.  
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APPENDIX 
How care reform is linked to progress on SDGs  

Different forces affect how families live on a day-to-day basis. 

 

 
 

By looking at the population of children in institutions and at risk of separation, the care 

reform process is able to identify where the broader system is not working and the critical 

interlinkages between the institutionalisation of children and other key human rights and 

development areas. This must simultaneously address the factors that push children into 

institutions, and identify the resources locked up in institutions which create a pull factor. 

Taking a holistic, multi-agency approach to care reform has the potential to catalyse and 

strengthen change across the broader system of support for children, families and their 

communities – providing the foundations through which to deliver the Sustainable 

Development Goals. 
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Below we describe how reforming care systems can deliver progress on SDGs: 

 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 1 –  
NO POVERTY  

A systemic approach to poverty reduction must be integrated into the care reform process to 

prevent unnecessary family separation and the institutionalisation of children. This can be a 

catalyst for wider societal change and help promote more equality, in-line with achieving SDG 

10 – Reduced inequalities.  

 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 3 –  
GOOD HEALTH AND WELL-BEING 

Institutionalisation can lead to poor health outcomes.  Major longitudinal studies show that the 

experience of living in institutions can cast a long shadow over a child’s development, 

increasing the risks of adversities through to adulthoodi. This can result in a need for lifelong 

physical and mental health services.   

While health resources remain locked up in institutions, they will draw vulnerable families 

towards them. And when stigma and discrimination remain towards groups in society, there 

will be pressure to conform to medical models of support, rather than building inclusive 

communities. 

The care reform process plays a critical role in identifying where universal and targeted health 

services are needed to support communities and prevent the separation of children from their 

families.  For example, paediatric and maternity services in the community are critical in 

preventing abandonment and separation of babies, and have a key role in providing early 

intervention for the child and support and guidance for the mother and family. 

 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 4 –  
QUALITY EDUCATION 

Institutionalisation can lead to poor education outcomes. Conversely, until all children, 

including those with disabilities, have access to high-quality education in the community, the 

pull of institutions will remain and it will be difficult for children to return home from 

institutions.   

Access to affordable, quality, inclusive education services - including early childhood 

education - is essential to any reintegration or care reform programme.  Funding that flows 

into institutions (including child sponsorship, donations from abroad as well as 
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government	or	faith-based funding) can be reallocated to support children’s 

integration	and	the	development	of education provision in the community. 

By addressing lack of access to quality, inclusive education as one of the root causes 

of	family	separation, the care reform process will contribute to the delivery of SDG4. 

 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 5 –  
GENDER EQUALITY 

The process of care system reform necessarily considers gender at all stages of developing a 

national pathway. This includes: 

• Exploring how gender impacts on social, economic and environmental forces, and how 

these challenges can be overcome. For example, this could include strengthening the social 

protection system, such as: extra support for lone parents, paid maternity and parental 

leave, social transfers for all families with children, and adequate pensions. 

• Ensuring that these changes are recognised through amending discriminatory laws and 

policies and carrying out education and awareness-raising campaigns to challenge 

discriminatory attitudes and societal norms. 

• Preventing gender-based child protection risks, such as violence in families, communities 

and institutions. For example, putting in place appropriate safeguarding responses to girl 

victims of gender-based violence in the home that avoid their re-victimisation. 

• Ensuring that alternative care is gender-sensitive at all ages and in all settings. Special 

attention should be paid to sexual development in adolescence. Children and adolescents 

should receive age-appropriate and relevant sex education, and the fulfilment of their 

sexual and reproductive health and rights must be guaranteed. 

 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 11 –  
SUSTAINABLE CITIES AND COMMUNITIES 

While some crises are truly unpredictable, the majority are conceivable when we analyse the 

future impact of aspects such as climate change and conflict. Where relevant, the care reform 

process needs to focus on two key areas: emergency preparedness and response. The aim of 

these are to help to build the capabilities and resilience of families and communities, so they 

are better able to adapt to, and survive, crises.  

Emergency preparedness: the care reform process must identify and establish the range of 

services needed to keep families together in a time of crisis. This can include a very broad 

range of aspects, ranging from providing vaccinations, to support kits, to access to emergency 

funds. 
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Emergency response: the process should analyse the suite of services that may 

be	needed	in	a	time of crisis to ensure that family unity is preserved. This could 

include	family	tracing, registration systems, the provision of adequate emergency 

family	unit	housing, and regulatory changes – such as prohibiting the establishment of 

independent institutions that are not registered with the government. 

These speak to 11.b ‘By 2020, substantially increase the number of cities and human 

settlements adopting and implementing integrated policies and plans towards inclusion, 

resource efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate change, resilience to disasters, and 

develop and implement, in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–

2030, holistic disaster risk management at all levels’. 

 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 13 –  
CLIMATE ACTION 

A key role of the care reform process is to build sustainable, resilient communities that are 

better able to withstand the climate pressure to come. In this case, by strengthening child 

protection systems and building social protection systems we can create healthy, stable 

environments for children, even when the external environment is under threat.  Care reform 

won’t address the root causes of climate change, but it contributes to measures to protect 

communities against the impact of climate change through specific elements of crisis / 

disaster preparedness and response. 

 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 10 –  
REDUCED INEQUALITIES  

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 16 –  
PEACE, JUSTICE AND STRONG INSTITUTIONS 

Disability 

Care reform is at the heart of implementing the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities.  The care reform process will contribute to the delivery of SDGs targeted to support 

children and adults with disabilitiesii.  Experience in different contexts demonstrates that care 

reform inclusive of children with disabilities is possible and in doing so opens the door for 

creating more inclusive services for all in the community. 

Conversely, children with disabilities growing up in institutions suffer the consequences of 

extreme neglect, inappropriate treatment practices and lack of oversight. This can result in 

physical under-development and motor skills delays (such as muscle atrophy from a lack of 

movement and exercise), psychological harm, and in some cases, premature	

deathiii.	In	addition, evidence demonstrates that many institutions fail to	
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provide	children	with	disabilities with even the most basic levels of education.iv 

Institutions	can	expose children with disabilities to extreme levels of violence. 

There	is	considerable evidence of reported physical, emotional and sexual abuse, 

discrimination,	and	violence, including food deprivation, forced sterilisation and 

electroshock	therapy without	anaesthesia.v 

 

Ethnicity, race, indigenous communities and migratory status 

The care reform process will contribute to the delivery of SDGs targeted at ending 

discrimination based on Ethnicity and racism, including indigenous populationsvi, by ensuring 

that all children including migrant and refugee children receive the same level of care. This will 

require a significant focus on stigma and discrimination in the system, and how this affects the 

services offered, how they are delivered, as well as tackling the barriers to integrating migrant 

and refugee communities into society. The care reform process needs to identify and 

understand the reasons why children from certain ethnic backgrounds, races and indigenous 

populations are disproportionately placed in institutions. Evidence is needed to identify the 

barriers and challenges faced, and the changes needed in the system to prevent separation.  

Through deep understanding of different communities, culturally specific services must be 

designed to tackle barriers faced and prevent separation, cognisant and responsive to the 

historical, and ongoing, trauma communities have faced. The care system needs to be relevant 

and grounded in the communities it seeks to serve, so it is essential that alternative family-

based care is appropriate to different cultural needs, and the workforce reflects the 

communities it serves. This will not only keep children out of institutions, but will open up 

communities. 

Placing children in institutions, particularly in detention, does not meet their needs and puts 

them at serious risk of being trafficked and/or becoming victims of violence. Family- and 

community-based care has the potential to better meet migrant and refugee children’s needs, 

and help them integrate into the communityvii.  

 

Child protection system strengthening and deinstitutionalisation can reduce violence, 

abuse, neglect and / or exploitation against children 

Evidence from across the world demonstrates that institutions put children at increased risk of 

violence, abuse, and neglectviii– often by the staff, officials, peers, volunteers, and visitors 

responsible for their wellbeing. Documented abuse includes torture, beatings, isolation, 

restraints, sexual assault, harassment, and humiliation.ix 

The defining features of institutions both increase the risk of harm and facilitate its 

occurrence. If children are socially and geographically isolated, disempowered and neglected 

by under-trained, over-stretched and underpaid staff, then children are made even more 

vulnerable. They have nowhere and no-one to turn to and no means of escape. There may be 

few, if any, safeguarding norms or standards to regulate their activities or those of other 

administrative and support staff. Predatory adults who seek to abuse children may 

intentionally target institutions as members of staff, volunteers or visitors. Monitoring systems 
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are often weak and ineffective, children have little or no access to safe 

complaint	and	reporting	mechanisms. 

 

The care reform process can offer a strategic entry point to tackle a wide range of 

child	protection risks and vulnerabilities. The heart of any child protection system lies 

in	the	way in which every child is cared for, particularly those furthest behind.  Creating 

robust	models of care for a country’s most vulnerable children prevents those at risk from 

enduring family separation and falling through the cracks. To ensure the effectiveness and 

sustainability of a systemic care reform approach, it is crucial to embed it within a deliberate 

and broader strategy for child protection system strengthening. This includes having a 

legislative and policy framework to protect all children, a skilled and qualified workforce to 

respond to child protection issues, and effective approaches at the community level to ensure 

that girls and boys are protected. 
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