
Every child has the right to grow up in a safe, loving home with everything they need to thrive.  
Yet 220 million children, one in ten worldwide, are at risk of growing up alone, without the nurturing care
and protection of a parent or caregiver. Over five million of those children are growing up in institutional
settings. Decades of research show that large-scale, impersonal institutional care often deprives
children of the love, liberty, individual attention, emotional connection, and long-term stability they need
to thrive. It can lead to significant developmental delays, attachment issues, psychological harm, and
long-term exclusion from family and community life. 

At SOS Children’s Villages, we are committed to strengthening social care and child protection
systems to better support families and prevent the need for alternative care in the first place. Our
approach to deinstitutionalisation goes beyond just closing orphanages: it’s about strengthening how
governments, communities and social care systems support vulnerable children and families.  
 
By redirecting resources from institutional to family and community-based alternative care, supporting
governments, transforming institutions and advocating for robust policy changes, we are leading the
charge in preventing child-family separation and replacing institutional care with family-based and
community-integrated family support and family-based care alternatives. 

This is not only essential for children's rights, but an investment in our future. Family-based care and
prevention of unnecessary separation are proven to be more cost-effective and lead to better
outcomes for children and societies. Our work is grounded in evidence, rooted in context, and
designed to be scalable and sustainable. 

We are working with governments, civil society, academic institutions and international partners to
support the global movement and transition from institutional to family-based and community-
integrated care and family support. Our work is already reshaping care systems in many countries, and
with the right investment and political will, it can deliver lasting change for children everywhere. 
At SOS Children’s Villages we’re not just imagining a world without institutional care, we’re creating it:
one community, one family, one child at a time. 

Realising every child’s right to family care 
Position paper: child-centred care reform 
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Our approach to care reform 
SOS Children’s Villages is the world’s largest organisation dedicated to supporting children who have
lost, or who are at risk of losing, parental care. With member associations active in over 130 countries
and territories, we are trusted partners in care reform, guided by the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child and the Guidelines on Alternative Care. Our Care Promise embeds a rights-based approach
across all our programmes, reaching over seven million people annually through family support,
alternative care and humanitarian action.

Keeping families together 
We believe every child has the right to grow up in a safe and caring family. Wherever possible, our
priority is to prevent family separation. Through our Family Strengthening Programmes, we are
helping more than 100,000 families to stay together. In total, over four million people benefit from our
child protection and family and community strengthening initiatives, which include parenting support,
women’s economic empowerment, counselling, and access to essential services such as health,
nutrition, water and sanitation, and education. We call on governments and donors to increase
investment in preventative, community-based approaches that reduce family separation, tackle root
causes of vulnerability, and ensure children can thrive in safe family environments. 

Attachment-based and trauma-informed care 
When children cannot remain safely with their families, SOS Children’s Villages provides a continuum
of alternative care options - including kinship, foster and family-like care, tailored to the child’s needs
and rooted in attachment and trauma-informed practice. Children are active participants in decisions
about their care, and reintegration with biological families remains our long-term goal. Our foster care
programmes, currently supporting over 6000 children and young people in foster family placements,
are expanding to build sustainable, high-quality options for children who have experienced trauma.
Where foster and kinship care are not yet viable, we continue to provide family-like care in stable,
nurturing settings that keep siblings together and minimise the disruption of repeated placements.
We urge governments to invest in safe, quality foster and kinship care, and to recognise the need for
a phased, context-specific transition to family-based systems. 

Systems strengthening approach 
Sustainable care reform depends on building national child protection systems that can protect
children now and in the future. Through our Care Reform Expert Group, we support SOS Children’s
Villages’ associations to partner with local and national governments on legislation, workforce
development, and system reform. Our approach is pragmatic: deinstitutionalisation must be phased,
locally led, and adequately resourced to manage risks and safeguard children during transition. 
While countries are at different stages in this journey, our purpose is clear: to prevent unnecessary
separation, strengthen kinship and foster care, and support governments in upholding every child’s
right to grow up in a safe, nurturing, family-based environment. 
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Drawing on over seven decades of practice, we urge governments, donors, and civil society partners
to align care reform with the following principles: 

1) Care reform must prioritise prevention and address the root causes of family separation 

Most children in care have a living parent — research shows eight in ten have one or both parents
alive. Poverty, stigma, conflict, or lack of basic services often push families into crisis. Governments
must invest in robust social protection, parenting support, and effective gatekeeping so that children
only enter care when it is essential for their safety. Preventing unnecessary separation keeps children
where they belong, with their families. 

2) Care reform must be gradual, well-resourced, and context-specific 

Rushed and poorly resourced deinstitutionalisation can leave children at risk of neglect, abuse, or
repeated moves between families. Transitioning away from large-scale institutional care requires a
phased, locally led and well-resourced approach that strengthens national child protection systems
capable of supporting safe family-based care alternatives. Governments must invest in social
workers, foster and kinship carers, and community services, so children are not left more vulnerable
during reform phases. 

3) Care reform must embed mental health and trauma support 

Children who have experienced separation, loss, or abuse often carry deep trauma. Without
psychological support for them and their carers, they may struggle to form secure attachments, and
foster placements may break down. Mental health professionals should be integrated into care teams
to support children and also their caregivers in providing training in trauma-informed care, so children
and caregivers alike are supported to build stable, nurturing relationships. 

4) Children and young people must have a voice in care reform 

Too often, reforms are designed without listening to those most affected. Children and young people
with lived experience of care must be meaningfully involved, from decisions about their own care to
the design and monitoring of systems. Ensuring child-friendly processes and feedback mechanisms
strengthens accountability and upholds children’s rights to agency and dignity. 

5) Care reform must be grounded in reliable data and evidence 

In many places, we simply do not know how many children are in care, or the conditions in which they
live. Without accurate data, governments cannot plan or fund effective reforms. SOS Children’s
Villages’ programmes generate context-specific insights into what works to keep families together
and support children in care. Policymakers must use this evidence, alongside systematic monitoring
and evaluation, to design reforms that are effective, scalable, and accountable. 

Our call to action 
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Every child deserves to grow up in a safe and loving family. Care reform is urgent and possible
when governments, donors, and partners invest resources in prevention, strengthen families, and
listen to children themselves. Together, we can build a world where no child grows up alone. 

Key sources: 

Global Report on Children's Care and Protection 2024: Understanding and preventing the
separation of children from their families 
SOS Children’s Villages International Annual Report 2023
SOS Children’s Villages UK Annual Report 2024
SOS Care Promise

A mother talking to her two daughters, Mexico. © Alejandra Kaiser

https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/publications/research-and-positions/global-report
https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/publications/research-and-positions/global-report
https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/getmedia/3c9e0a32-f3b0-44d4-a554-dac73d3e54ae/Intl-Annual-Report-2023-EN.pdf
http://soscv-annual-report-and-accounts-2024-v8-lr-spreads.pdf/
https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/getmedia/2ccd4a43-00d9-489a-8eb1-b57089f08289/SOS_CARE_PROMISE_EN_Web.pdf

