
THE CARE EFFECT
 WHY NO CHILD SHOULD 

GROW UP ALONE



2

Table of contents
SUMMARY ..................................................................................................... 3

INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................. 4

ASSESSING THE CHALLENGE: The most vulnerable children ......................... 6

   Estimating the scale ..................................................................................... 6  

   Future demographics ................................................................................... 8

   Meeting global goals .................................................................................... 8

BREAKING THE CYCLE: care from cradle to career ........................................ 9

   Ensuring quality care options ........................................................................ 9

   Early intervention is valuable ....................................................................... 10

   Young people need care, too ..................................................................... 11

   Why care is a smart investment .................................................................. 11

THE CARE EFFECT: A strategy for development ............................................ 13

CONCLUSION .............................................................................................. 15

REFERENCES/ FURTHER READING ............................................................. 16

IMPRINT
Publishers:

SOS Children’s Villages International

Communications and Brand

Brigittenauer Lände 50, 

1200 Vienna, Austria

E-Mail:external.communications@sos-childrensvillages.org

www.sos-childrensvillages.org

Responsible for content: Kristina Ver Foley

Editorial team: Joel Feyerherm, Hilde Boeykens, Douglas Reed, 

Synne Ronning, Suné Kitshoff

Cover photo: SOS Archives

Graphic design: Tim Zeise

Date of publication: November 2017.

SOS Children’s Villages International

© 2017 SOS Children’s Villages International

All rights reserved

SOS CHILDREN'S VILLAGES I THE CARE EFFECT 

Learn more about our publications and studies: http://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/publications

Watch our videos on: http://www.facebook.com/soschildrensvillages/videos



3

A

THE CARE EFFECT I SOS CHILDREN'S VILLAGES

new campaign by SOS Children’s Villages, launched on Universal Children’s Day, makes the 
claim that 1 in 10 children grows up alone. Where does that number come from, and what is 

so bad about growing up “alone”? 

This paper runs through the data leading us to that number and argues that ensuring quality paren-
tal care for the 220 million children in vulnerable circumstances (about 1 in 10 of the more than two 
billion children in the world) is one of the best investments the global community can make. Many 
communities throughout the world are facing downward spirals of poverty, poor health, violence, 
exploitation, and despair, placing strains on state welfare budgets and global development efforts. 
Violence against children is shown to have huge economic costs. 

But ensuring that children do not grow up alone – that they have someone to take them to school or 
the health centre, to bond with, and to support them emotionally from cradle to career – can help 
stop the downward spiral. To meet the ambitious objectives in the Sustainable Development Goals 
(including the commitment to “leave no one behind”), and to protect rights guaranteed in the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the global community really must focus efforts on ensuring 
that no child grows up alone.

SUMMARY

©
 S

O
S

 A
rc

hi
ve

s



4

INTRODUCTION
Every year, 20 November is celebrated as “Universal Children’s Day”, 
marking the anniversary of the adoption in 1989 of the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. The day is often met with an array 
of proclamations calling for the world’s governments to do a better job 
of ensuring that they protect the many rights for children that the con-
vention promised.

No other human rights treaty has so many signatures (every UN member except for the USA has ratified 
it), reflecting the fact that little else seems to unite the world so much as the belief that if we are to call 
ourselves a civilised planet, innocent and defenceless children must be protected.

The convention places the best interests of the child at its centre, with articles establishing children’s 
rights to:

 Live with a family that cares for them
 Live in a safe and clean environment
 Have nutrition and healthcare
 Be educated
 Play and rest
 Choose their own friends
 Give their opinion, and for adults to listen and take it seriously

In short, children have a right to have all they need to grow and develop. They have a right to be cared for. 
However, look around and we see a disconnect between those rights and the reality. We see, for example:
  Children living in unregulated or institutional care settings
  Children falling through the cracks of welfare systems, being exposed to exploitation such    

    as trafficking, child labour, or prostitution
  Child abuse neglect and abandonment
  Families unable to provide care because of disease such as HIV/AIDS
  Child refugees who are separated from their families and are alone in dangerous

    environments

SOS CHILDREN'S VILLAGES I THE CARE EFFECT 
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In particular, children without parental care are 
most likely to experience rights violations such 
as poverty and exclusion, poor physical and 
mental health, lack of access to education and 
basic services, high youth unemployment, and 
high levels of violence and neglect. 

Ultimately, there is a financial cost for society 
as well. Breakdown of parental care can result 
in costs to government and strain on public ser-
vices – burdens that are perpetuated in subse-
quent generations.

So it is right that every year on Universal Chil-
dren’s Day we stop and consider why it is, giv-
en that governments have made these commit-
ments when they signed the UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, children are in such a 
perilous position.

With this global commitment to child rights 
as the backdrop, the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), adopted in September 2015, set 
out 17 objectives to achieve by 2030 – ranging 
from eliminating poverty and hunger, to ensur-
ing health and education, to reducing inequali-
ties and harmful environmental impact. These 
global goals were accompanied by a pledge 

to “leave no one behind”, recognising that the 
previous development agenda (the Millennium 
Goals, which ran 2000-2015) failed in some in-
stances to help the worst off. 

But in a world where so many children are 
living in vulnerable circumstances, without 
adequate parental care and no one to turn to, 
ensuring that no child is left behind is a huge 
challenge. In 2016, governments of the world’s 
wealthier countries spent more than $140 bil-
lion in development assistance. This is a phe-
nomenal investment, demonstrating a will to 
tackle the problems, but we need a strategy to 
focus efforts. For if we as a global community 
do not find a way to stop the cycle of self-per-
petuating social problems we are encountering, 
then not only will we fail to meet the SDGs, but 
we will land future generations with ever in-
creasing burdens. This paper proposes that such 
a strategy must focus on a simple concept: care.
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Few would deny that the global commu-
nity is facing some pretty stiff challenges. 
Headlines of natural disasters, military 
conflict, refugees’ flight, discrimination 
and repression, youth unemployment 
and radicalisation, severe poverty, disease 
and malnutrition all earn our attention and 
sympathies. 

SOS Children’s Villages has particular expertise and depth of experience in working with children 
without, or at risk of losing, parental care. These are amongst the world’s most vulnerable and 
marginalised. This effort has, over our nearly 70 years, attracted the support of numerous partners 
who agree that it is both a moral imperative and a logical course of action that we focus global de-
velopment efforts on and investment in this particularly vulnerable population – those most likely 
to be left behind. But just how big is the challenge?

Estimating the scale

An analysis by SOS Children’s Villages has estimated that one in ten children worldwide has lost – or is 
at risk of losing – parental care. That is just a conservative estimate. There is not a lot of data available 
that tells us just how many children are growing up without the support of a caring parent.
Numerous factors may contribute to putting children in vulnerable circumstances:
  Death of a parent – affecting 140 million children according to UNICEF (2016), with at    

    least 13 million of those having lost both parents
  Poor health of parents – for example, HIV/AIDS significantly detracts from parents’ ca-

    pacity to care for children, economically and otherwise
  Poverty – according to UNICEF (2016), 385 million children are living in extreme poverty
  Teenage pregnancy or childbirth out of wedlock – UNICEF estimates that by 2030 

    about 750 million women will have been married as children
  Disabilities – affecting 93 million children according to UNICEF
  Lack of birth registration – 230 million children have never been registered (UNICEF 

    2013 figures)
  Refugee status – with half of the world’s 60 million refugees being children according to   

    the UNHCR
  Living in alternative care – many of the world’s 8 million children living in alternative 

    care are thought to be in unregistered institutions

ASSESSING THE CHALLENGE:  
The most vulnerable children

SOS CHILDREN'S VILLAGES I THE CARE EFFECT 
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That doesn’t mean that all of those children are “at risk” of losing care. For example, many children of 
one-parent families and those who live with their extended family can thrive, if that parent or caregiver 
has the right resources, support and attitude. So it is not possible simply to add up all the numbers and 
come up with a total.  However, taking all of the above factors into consideration in the round, SOS 
Children’s Villages conservatively estimates that about 220 million children could be without parental 
care, or are at risk of losing it. This represents about one in ten of the total two billion children world-
wide.
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CHILD AT RISK 
The Most Vulnerable Children - 
Who They Are and Why They Are at Risk

This publication gives an overview of the factors that 
place children in situations of extreme vulnerability 
and put them at risk of having to live without 
appropriate parental care.

https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/what-we-do/
quality-care/child-at-risk

More can be found in the SOS Children’s Villages Child at Risk Report available online. 
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Future demographics
At the same time as we’re fighting existing glob-
al problems, new ones will appear on the horizon 
that will place greater pressures on today’s chil-
dren. Take, for example, global demographics. 
We know that the world’s population as a whole 
is growing older while in regions like sub-Saha-
ran Africa there is a “youth bulge” – 65% of the 
populace is age 25 and under.

In sub-Saharan Africa, the challenge of harness-
ing the talent of youth lies ahead. Young people 
need both the employment opportunities and the 
employability skills to join the workforce and 
have sustainable careers. This not only ensures 
their success today, but also is a major contribu-
tion to ensuring that their own children can grow 
in a stable family. 

Additionally, on a global level, as the UN report-
ed in 2015, the population ageing “is poised to 
become one of the most significant social trans-
formations of the twenty-first century, with im-
plications for nearly all sectors of society”. The 
UN estimates that by 2030, the number of peo-
ple in the world aged 60 years or over will grow 
by 56 per cent, to 1.4 billion, and the number of 
people aged 80 years or over will triple to about 
434 million. Simply put, older persons will out-
number children aged 0-9 years. To tackle this 
requires a productive and stable workforce. 

Governments therefore need to consider how 
today’s children and young people can step up 
when they are of working age – whether it’s to 
shoulder a bigger burden or to engage in eco-
nomic productivity. The quality of their lives and 
that of their children, along with the well-being 
of their elders, depends on this. 

But there are some worrying indications that 
today’s youngest children – tomorrow’s adults 
– are not receiving the opportunities to develop 
that they need. A 2014 UNICEF publication sug-
gests that more than 200 million children under 
five years old will not reach their potential be-
cause they are growing up with a range of risk 

factors. New approaches are needed to shepherd 
children from cradle to career. 

Meeting global goals
It’s important that we get a deeper understanding 
of the numbers in order to guide global develop-
ment efforts.

As many as 14 out of the total 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals directly or indirectly relate 
to children’s needs and rights. These range from 
ending poverty and violence, to ensuring univer-
sal access to services such as education, health, 
social protection, employability, and birth regis-
tration.

These came with a pledge to “leave no one be-
hind”. But the world community is also discov-
ering that there is a lack of data available on the 
portion of the population that is most likely to be 
left behind – those without or at risk of losing pa-
rental care. Many children without adequate pa-
rental care simply are not counted by their gov-
ernments, and so they are essentially “invisible”.

From the perspective of developing policy and 
measuring performance, this is a disaster. Given 
the lack of data, governments do not have the nec-
essary information to understand the extent of the 
problems they are responsible for solving. Further 
information is in the SOS Children’s Villages re-
port, The Care of Children in Data: 

^

SOS CHILDREN'S VILLAGES I THE CARE EFFECT 

THE CARE OF CHILDREN
IN DATA

EVIDENCE, GAPS AND OPPORTUNITIES 
FOR CHANGE IN THE SDGS

BRIEFING PAPER

Children and young people 

growing up outside of 

their family environment 

remain virtually invisible in 

official statistics, leaving 

governments without the 

necessary information to 

tackle the challenges they 

face. The paper describes 

problems and solutions to 

achieve a real data revolution for these children. 

https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/publications/

publications/sustainable-development

https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/publications/publications/sustainable-development
https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/publications/publications/sustainable-development
https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/getmedia/881d3ec2-92a9-4a3b-9425-6d074be04c27/SOS-Children-s-Villages_The-care-of-children-in-data.pdf
https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/getmedia/881d3ec2-92a9-4a3b-9425-6d074be04c27/SOS-Children-s-Villages_The-care-of-children-in-data.pdf
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The global challenges facing children 
may seem overwhelming. But a key part 
of the solution involves ensuring that 
children have the care and support they 
need from birth until they are fully ready 
to live independently. Providing decent, 
quality care for children who are living in 
vulnerable circumstances is not a “nice 
to do”; it’s an imperative if we are to 
meet global goals.

This critical role of care for children is backed 
by scientific learnings and respected economic 
insight. Moreover, it is just plain logical. Despite 
numerous initiatives in our global development 
efforts – for example, in healthcare, education, 
employability, and maternal support, among 
many others – such support services could all 
be in vain if they are not accessible to those who 
need them the most. Care – which may be pro-
vided by a parent, relative, or other caregiver – 
is critical for linking children with the available 
support services and for ensuring that the child 
grows up with the fundamental capabilities to be-
come an independent adult.
 

Ensuring quality care options

Given that governments are obliged under the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child to en-
sure appropriate alternative care for children who 
need it, it is vital that organisations such as SOS 
Children’s Villages advocate with governments 
to focus on these obligations and work in part-
nership to fulfil them. This includes supporting 

efforts to strengthen families to prevent the loss 
of care, as it is usually in the best interests of chil-
dren to remain in their family of origin. The prin-
ciple that children should be placed in alternative 
care only when necessary is also a central tenet 
of the UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care of 
Children, approved by UN members in 2009.
 
Unfortunately, the reality is that it is not always 
possible to prevent the loss of parental care. And 
when the family is not able to provide appropriate 
care, we must also ensure an alternative response 
– one which must be suitable to the individual 
needs and demonstrably in the best of interests of 
the individual child.

Ensuring suitable care therefore requires a range 
of quality alternative care options. Family-like 
care, such as that provided in SOS families, is 
often particularly appropriate for children who 
are truly alone – those who face the urgent need 
for attention and support and who are unlikely to 
be able to be placed back with their biological 
families in the near future. Other options such as 
foster care or small group homes should also be 
in the mix. Such options must allow for dedicat-
ed caregivers to engage and form familial bonds 
with children as they grow and develop. Large-
scale residential facilities that do not provide the 
necessary personalised care and attention that 
family-based or family-like environments pro-
vide cannot be considered suitable.
 
So these are the principles guiding governments, 
with the support of partner organisations, in their 
response to the large number of children at risk. 

 THE CARE EFFECT I SOS CHILDREN'S VILLAGES
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But a number of other needs are at play as well. 
The concept of “care” is not just providing food 
and shelter but ensuring all the rights of children 
in care – rights to health, education, participation 
and development. For young children in particu-
lar, suitable alternative care provision must take 
full account of the need to effectively promote 
early childhood development.

Early intervention is valuable

It is never too late to help children, but research 
shows that the earlier the intervention, the great-
er the impact.

A 2016 study by the Center on the Developing 
Child at Harvard University provides a valuable 
overview of scientific understanding: our brains 
begin developing even before birth, and their 
very architecture is formed early. The brain’s 
neural connections begin developing immedi-
ately, progress over time, and form the founda-
tion for how we learn and function – and who 
we are. And while it’s never too late to learn 
and adapt, it becomes tougher the older we get. 
As the Harvard Center notes, “building more 
advanced cognitive, social and emotional skills 
on a weak foundation is far more difficult and 
less effective than getting things right from the 
beginning”.

What’s clear also is that children 
can’t develop alone

From a very early age, babies seek interaction 
with the adults who care for them. They make 
facial expressions and other gestures; they bab-
ble. And if adults do not reciprocate, or respond 
in an inappropriate way, “the child’s developing 
brain may be disrupted, and later learning, be-
haviour, and health may be impaired”.

This long-term impact is because the brain needs 
to develop progressively, with basic functions 
being necessary to develop more complex ones 
subsequently. Essentially, the brain’s architecture 
needs to be built from the ground up.

It’s not just about intellectual development; a 
child’s early years also have a long-term impact 
on emotional resilience, which is essential to 
coping in a difficult world. And here, parental 
care plays a role. As the World Health Organ-
isation states: “Warm and responsive caregiv-
ing is now known to extend some protection 
to children in otherwise adverse situations.” In 
other words, merely providing warmth and in-
teraction has great powers in helping children 
in vulnerable circumstances.

And as the Harvard Center explains, the bene-
fits of a stable parental relationship include not 
just providing a “buffer” against adversity but 
also helping children build practical skills in 
managing it. Positive support, combined with 
the building of coping skills, forms the basis for 
this concept of resilience.

SOS CHILDREN'S VILLAGES I THE CARE EFFECT 
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Young people need care, too

There is growing recognition that continued 
support for the child throughout adolescence is 
critical for helping young people make the tran-
sition to independence and productive adult life. 
Making the transition to independence is diffi-
cult for any young person, but for those growing 
up in alternative care or without strong parental 
care – those who are likely not to have the fam-
ily networks to support them – the challenge is 
multiplied. 

Access to education, job training and employ-
ment opportunities are certainly foundational 
elements for young people to be able to join 
the workforce and achieve self-sufficiency. But 
SOS Children’s Villages research has shown 
that young people in vulnerable circumstanc-
es need more than just these foundational ele-
ments. , They need holistic life skills, from the 
basics of personal hygiene and appearance, to 
the social competencies of self-discipline and 
commitment. This sort of learning through care 
is critical to helping young people understand 
how to prepare themselves physically and men-
tally for the world of work. It also helps them 
to build social support networks that can give 
them a helping hand and open doors as they 
navigate the path to independence.

None of this is simple or so-called common 
sense. It is what young people learn together 
with caregivers, siblings, friends and family. It 
is not something that can be learned alone.

Why care is a smart investment

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
establishes that children have an inherent right 
to the conditions that allow them to grow and 
develop. This isn’t just a right; it also makes 
economic sense.

The concept that care from cradle to career is a 
smart investment has been made well by James 

Heckman, a Nobel Laureate economist. Heck-
man argues that in order to tackle broader social 
problems, society must:

1. Invest in educational and developmental    
     resources for what he calls “disavantaged 
    families”
2. Nurture early development of cognitive 
    and social skills in children from birth to 
    age five
3. Sustain development with education 
. through to adulthood

The result, he argues, is “a more capable, pro-
ductive and valuable workforce” which will 
benefit society for generations to come.

The logic is compelling. Consider the contrast 
of two scenarios: one in which children grow 
up without adequate parental care, and one in 
which they receive the benefits of the invest-
ment in early childhood development.

When children grow up without quality care, 
there is a risk that society may have to bear cer-
tain costs, including:

 Loss of economic productivity in their    
   adulthood – including for example a lack of   
   financial input into the tax system
 Welfare grants/ income subsidy
 Healthcare for preventable diseases
 Crime – both in terms of the cost of the   

   crime itself and the demands on the criminal  
   justice system

A 2014 report by the Overseas Development 
Institute shows that violence against children 
costs society $7 trillion annually. And in the 
USA alone, the annual cost of child abuse, in-
cluding health care, child welfare, correctional 
services and lost productivity and income, is 
$124 billion.
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TIME

Contribution
to society

Cost 
to society

Net Return on 
Investment

Child at risk

with care/support

Child alone with 

no care/support

Children of 

child alone

Grandchildren

of child alone

Child's children

Child's 

grandchildren

On the other hand, when children receive care and attention, they can flourish and develop. And in 
the longer term each of those costs is turned on its head and becomes a benefit to society.

A 2009 Harvard University study estimated that there would be a return of $4-9 for every $1 invest-
ed in quality early childhood programmes. And James Heckman’s research specifically on early 
education for under-five-year-olds shows a 13% return on investment.

So the net return looks like this:
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Compare the two scenarios above, and although the scenarios presented are exaggerated for the 
purposes of illustration, you see two drastically different trajectories and a clear financial return to 
society over time.

And consider that at any given point in time, we are at the beginning of those trajectories, before any 
downward spiral. Of course, there is nothing we can do to go back in time and restore to yesterday’s 
children the care that they did not receive. And we should not say that if children do not receive the care 
they need in their earliest years it is not worth trying to help them. Of course it is. However, looking 
forward, if we invest in today’s children, we can stop the downward trajectory. We can break the cycle.
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As described in previous sections, 
too many children are growing up 
without basic parental care. They 
are not given the care they need to 
develop. 

They are essentially growing up alone.

This use of the word “alone” is often figurative, 
not literal. It is not always a case of literally 
being alone. To say that no child should grow 
up alone, we are really saying that children 
need a caring family environment.

According to the Harvard Center, “Severe 
neglect appears to be at least as great a threat 
to health and development as physical abuse—
possibly even greater.” And with all the 
disadvantages that follow with it, there is little 
exaggeration in identifying growing up alone as 
the worst possible scenario for a child.

It’s not just about having people around. It’s 
about being listened to. It’s about having a 
supportive community and friends. It’s about 
feeling connected. It’s about knowing – just 
knowing – that you’ve got someone who 
cares for you. Children need these things. And 
children who don’t have them – children who, 
for example, cannot answer the question “How 
do you know your parent cares for you?” – 
often struggle to succeed as adults, if indeed 
they grow up at all.

When children grow up “alone” – that is to say, 
without the love, care, and support of a caregiver 
– their brains do not develop properly. They may 
not acquire certain language or problem-solving 

skills that are essential building blocks for their 
future education. 

Children and young people who suffer from lack 
of sufficient care are more prone to depression 
and substance abuse later on. They do less well 
at school. They have a higher rate of attempted 
suicide. They struggle with focusing and 
developing social skills. They do not develop 
the resilience to cope with inevitable adversity.

They are more likely to experience health 
issues, and less likely to access the public 
support systems that are guaranteed to them 
under the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child.

The harmful effects include costs to society. 
Children who are unable to learn, mature 
and develop life skills have a harder time 
finding jobs and becoming participating and 
contributing members of society. If later in life 
they become parents, they may not know how 
to give their own children the stimulation and 
support they need to develop, so the harmful 
effects may be passed on to the next generation. 

Subsequent generations of individuals who 
struggle to hold down jobs, who may be prone 
to substance abuse or crime, or who may 
experience chronic health issues, may add to 
the strain on state health and welfare systems.

THE CARE EFFECT: 
A strategy for development

 THE CARE EFFECT I SOS CHILDREN'S VILLAGES
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But we can break that cycle.

A key element is quality care for the 
child at risk of growing up alone. 
Here’s how it ought to work:

Through early interaction and support 
from a caregiver, children’s brains develop 
progressively. In their early years, they develop 
language and basic social skills. 

Their caregivers ensure that they go to school. 
They develop communication, problem-solving 
and other employable skills. They learn how 
to focus and concentrate, set personal goals, 
follow rules, collaborate, and control impulses. 
They develop determination, resilience and a 
growth mindset.

Their caregivers also ensure they take advantage 
of available healthcare services such as 
vaccinations and benefit from other community 
support. If support systems are not available, 
they know how to stand up for their rights

A stable and secure family helps children 
develop social networks, and when they become 
adults they find jobs, pay taxes, and contribute 
in other ways to the community. 

They are then in a position to become good 
parents and create stable homes for their 
own children. The investment in care has a 
multiplying effect. And so the cycle progresses 
upwards: generation after generation of 
individuals who, from birth, receive enriching 
care, flourish, and realise their potential.

SOS Children’s Villages sees this dynamic every day in the children who become successful adults 
and members of society, and some examples of this long-term impact are documented in the re-
port, Impact Insights: Results of social impact assessments in seven programme locations, which 
is available online here.

It all starts from the essential attention, stimulation and sense of be-
longing and connection provided by a caregiver. An investment in 
care for the child at risk of growing up alone makes the world a better 
place. That is the Care Effect.

Care
for the child  at risk

Enable early
childhood

development

Child
becomes

resilient and 
independent

adult

 

Contributes
to society

Cumulative
and lasting 

benefits

Ensure child
has education
and healthcare

Becomes
good parent 

for next
generation

https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/getmedia/1942ce21-f788-435f-9fe2-952c7f4217e4/SOS-Children-s-Villages-Social_Impact_Insights_2017.pdf


15

SOS Children’s Villages says that no child 
should grow up alone. This is intuitive, perhaps 
obvious. Somehow we simply know that a child 
has a right to a loving family, and a right just 
to be a child. There is an inherent value in 
childhood, which must be protected.

But it is logical and backed by research which 
shows that investment to ensure that all 
children have quality care is an integral part 
of solving the world’s larger social problems. 
Essentially, if we provide care for today’s 
children in vulnerable circumstances, giving 

them the foundation they need for learning and 
developing life skills, we stand a better chance 
of meeting the global goals and building a better 
future for the world.

As a global community, we need to unite around 
this priority. All the money we spend on 
programmes to provide education, healthcare, 
justice, and other very worthy causes, may be 
in vain if children in vulnerable circumstances 
do not have caregivers to make sure they can 
actually benefit from those other services.

 THE CARE EFFECT I SOS CHILDREN'S VILLAGES

CONCLUSION

  Support efforts to hold governments to account for obligations under the Convention on 
    the Rights of the Child. They can do this by consistently applying the principles and pro-
    visions laid out in the UN Guidelines on the Alternative Care of Children.
  Development aid strategies should prioritise care for children, without parental care or at  

    risk of losing it making the investment that will benefit all in future generations.
  Everyone working within child welfare systems (including governmental agencies, com-

    panies and charities) can work together to infuse the child care sector with  greater pro-
    fessionalism. This includes making sure that standards for recruitment and professional 
    development recognise the huge global benefits of quality care from cradle to career.

How can we make this happen?

SOS Children’s Villages responds to the global challenges by focusing on applying its unique exper-
tise in providing family-like care to helping the 1 in 10 children who have lost or are at risk of losing 
parental care.

Ensuring quality care for children who have lost, or are at risk of losing, parental care is a fundamen-
tal right and need – upon which all other efforts to make the world a better place must build. The core 
solution is care. That is the care effect.
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Harvard Centre on the Developing Child, From Best Practices 
to Breakthrough Impacts: A science-based approach to build-
ing a more promising future for young children and families 
(2016) https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/from-
best-practices-to-breakthrough-impacts/

This provides a valuable overview of scientific understanding 
of how children’s brains develop and how support programmes 
can be tailored accordingly.

“No matter what form of hardship or threats may have been 
experienced, the single most common research finding is that 
children who end up doing well have had at least one stable 
and responsive relationship with a parent, caregiver, or oth-
er adult. These relationships provide the support, scaffolding, 
and protection that both buffer children from developmental 
disruptions and help build key capabilities – such as the abil-
ity to plan, regulate behaviour, and adapt to changing circum-
stances – that enable them to respond to adversity and thrive. 
In other words, positive experiences, supportive relationships 
and adaptive skills build the foundation of what is commonly 
known as resilience.”

Harvard Centre on the Developing Child, Five numbers to re-
member about early childhood development (2009)

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/five-num-
bers-to-remember-about-early-childhood-development/

“Providing young children with a healthy environment in 
which to learn and grow is not only good for their develop-
ment—economists have also shown that high-quality early 
childhood programs bring impressive returns on investment to 
the public. Three of the most rigorous long-term studies found 
a range of returns between $4 and $9 for every dollar invested 
in early learning programs for low-income children. Program 
participants followed into adulthood benefited from increased 
earnings while the public saw returns in the form of reduced 
special education, welfare, and crime costs, and increased tax 
revenues from program participants later in life.”

James Heckman, website

https://heckmanequation.org/

“The highest rate of return in early childhood development 
comes from investing as early as possible, from birth through 
age five, in disadvantaged families. Starting at age three or 
four is too little too late, as it fails to recognize that skills beget 
skills in a complementary and dynamic way. Efforts should 
focus on the first years for the greatest efficiency and effec-
tiveness.”

G Huebner et al, National Academy of Medicine, Beyond 
Survival: The Case for Investing in Young Children Globally 
(2016)

https://nam.edu/beyond-survival-the-case-for-investing-in-
young-children-globally/

This article makes the case that that investing in early child-
hood development is critical for meeting not just the SDGs 
relating to education but to those relating to poverty, nutrition, 
equality for girls, and reducing violence.

Florence S. Martin and Garazi Zulaika, “Who Cares for Chil-
dren? A Descriptive Study of Care-Related Data Available 
Through Global Household Surveys and How These Could Be 
Better Mined to Inform Policies and Services to Strengthen 
Family Care” (2016)

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40609-016-0060-6

The authors have determined that one in ten of the world’s 
children does not live with his or her biological parents (and 
that for nearly three quarters of them, both parents are still 
alive).

Overseas Development Institute, The costs and economic im-
pact of violence against children (2014)

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publica-
tions-opinion-files/9177.pdf

“All children have the right to live and thrive in a safe and car-
ing family environment, free from all forms of violence. How-
ever, millions of children throughout the world face abuse, 
neglect, exploitation and violence every day of their lives, and 
in different settings such as their homes, schools, communities 
and work environments.”

SOS Children’s Villages International, The Care of Children 
in Data: Evidence, gaps and opportunities for change in the 
SDGs (2017)

http://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/getmedia/881d3ec2-
92a9-4a3b-9425-6d074be04c27/SOS-Children-s-Villages_
The-care-of-children-in-data.pdf

“A lesson learnt from the expired Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) is that implementation efforts are likely to 
bring no gains for marginalised groups if the specific challeng-
es that they face are not recognised and addressed – the poorest 
5% made no progress at all between 1999 and 2008. There-
fore, the identification of children in vulnerable situations 
and understanding of the determinants of their vulnerability 
through disaggregated data is critical to know who is miss-
ing on progress and prevent short fallings towards the SDGs. 
However, data and statistics available in national and interna-
tional statistical systems are still limited or poor for over half 
of the child-related SDG global monitoring indicators, leaving 
governments without the necessary information to tackle the 
obstacles of vulnerable and marginalised children.”

SOS Children’s Villages International, Ageing Out of Care 
(2010); Preparation for Independent Living (2011); and When 
Care Ends: Lessons from Peer Research (2012)

https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/publications/publica-
tions/research-and-positions

Research on the conditions of young people leaving alternative 
care and their developmental needs.

SOS Children’s Villages International, Child at Risk – the most 
vulnerable children: who they are and why they are at risk, 
2016.
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https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/getmedia/dcdbf23b-
76ee-4c03-95a8-474a77f39024/Child-at-Risk-Report-2016-
ECOM-FINAL.pdf

Analysis of risk factors and available data.

SOS Children’s Villages Norway, In the Blind Spot (2016) 
https://www.sos-barnebyer.no/om-oss/policies/rapport-in-the-
blind-spot

This paper draws on a number of sources in describing the risk 
factors that often lead to children losing parental care and in 
demonstrating the costs to society.

UNICEF “Care for Child Development Package”

https://www.unicef.org/earlychildhood/index_68195.html

“Globally over 200 million children do not reach their de-
velopmental potential in the first 5 years of life because they 
live in poverty, and have poor health services, nutrition and 
psycho-social care. These disadvantaged children do poorly in 
school and subsequently have low incomes, high fertility, high 
criminality, and provide poor care for their own children.”

UNICEF, Early Childhood Development: a statistical snap-
shot (2014)

http://data.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/ECD_Bro-
chure_2014_197.pdf

“Over 200 million children under 5 years of age in low- and 
middle-income countries – and increasing numbers in OECD 
countries and emerging economies – will face inequalities and 
fail to reach their full developmental potential because they 
grow up with a broad range of risk factors. These include, 
most notably, poverty; poor health, including malnutrition and 
infection with HIV; high levels of family and environmental 
stress and exposure to violence, abuse, neglect and exploita-
tion; and inadequate care and learning opportunities.”

United Nations, Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)

https://downloads.unicef.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/
UNCRC_united_nations_convention_on_the_rights_of_
the_child.pdf?_ga=2.47626660.223815038.1505322596-
928445614.1505322596

United Nations, GENERAL COMMENT No. 7 (2005); Imple-
menting child rights in early childhood

http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/docs/AdvanceVer-
sions/GeneralComment7Rev1.pdf

This document confirms that the Child Rights Convention 
should be interpreted to say that the conditions for early child-
hood development are guaranteed as a right.

“Babies and infants are entirely dependent on others, but they 
are not passive recipients of care, direction and guidance. They 
are active social agents, who seek protection, nurturance and 
understanding from parents or other caregivers, which they re-
quire for their survival, growth and well-being.... 

Under normal circumstances, young children form strong 
mutual attachments with their parents or primary caregivers. 
These relationships offer children physical and emotional se-
curity, as well as consistent care and attention. Through these 
relationships children construct a personal identity and acquire 
culturally valued skills, knowledge and behaviours. In these 
ways, parents (and other caregivers) are normally the major 
conduit through which young children are able to realize their 
rights.”

United Nations, Toward a World Free from Violence (2013)

http://www.un-ilibrary.org/children-and-youth/toward-a-
world-free-from-violence_2442f8ad-en

A good source of statistics about children at risk.

United Nations, World Population Ageing 2015

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publica-
tions/pdf/ageing/WPA2015_Report.pdf

“…virtually every country in the world is experiencing growth 
in the number and proportion of older persons in their popu-
lation. Population ageing—the increasing share of older per-
sons in the population—is poised to become one of the most 
significant social transformations of the twenty-first century, 
with implications for nearly all sectors of society, including la-
bour and financial markets, the demand for goods and services, 
such as housing, transportation and social protection, as well 
as family structures and intergenerational ties.”

World Health Organization, “The importance of caregiv-
er-child interactions for the survival and healthy development 
of young children” (2004)

ht tp://www.who.int /maternal_child_adolescent /docu-
ments/924159134X/en/

“Children whose care is disturbed or distorted in some way, 
are at risk of not receiving sufficient nutrition, being subjected 
to stress, not growing well, not being psychologically stim-
ulated and of developing malnutrition. Warm and responsive 
caregiving is now known to extend some protection to children 
in otherwise adverse situations.”

Various, “All Children Count but not all Children Are Count-
ed: An open letter to the UN Statistical Commission and In-
ter-Agency Expert Group on SDG Indicators” (2016)

http://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/getmedia/0000cc92-
a876-4032-81f8-6b590cb64278/All-children-count-but-not-
all-children-are-counted-ENGLISH.pdf

“Indeed, all children count, but not all children are counted. As 
a result, some of the world’s most vulnerable children – those 
without parental care or at risk of being so; in institutions or 
on the street; trafficked; separated from their families as a re-
sult of conflict, disaster or disability; or recruited into armed 
groups – have largely fallen off the UN’s statistical map. There 
are only limited data about how many children live in such 
precarious circumstances, except for scattered estimates from 
some specific countries.”
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