
Transforming
childhood
through proven solutions to 
end violence against children



We are the first generation in history to know the scale, individual 
impact, and lasting societal costs of childhood adversity and violence. 
We know it is transmitted across generations. We know that early 
exposure to adversities – such as violence, abuse and neglect in the 
home and family – is one of the biggest drivers of many other child 
protection concerns. Children experiencing abuse and neglect are 
usually more vulnerable to family separation, conflict with the law, 
sexual exploitation and trafficking, peer-to-peer violence, and a myriad 
of other rights violations. They also face challenges in forging healthy 
relationships later in life and are more likely to reproduce patterns of 
family violence. 

Early exposure to fear and anxiety, such as from abuse or lack of 
emotional care, can disrupt brain development with lifelong effects. 
It can drive poor physical and mental health and worse life outcomes 
across nearly all well-being indicators. Child abuse and neglect are 
the primary preventable causes of mental illness, for instance. The 
estimated annual costs of poor health outcomes stemming from 
adverse childhood experiences related to different forms of violence are 
estimated to be $1.3 trillion in Europe or North America alone or 4.3% 
of GDP in South Africa.1 In East Asia and the Pacific, the burden of child 
maltreatment has been assessed at 2% of regional GDP.2
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ENSURING EVERY CHILD IS 
SAFE AND NURTURED



In the 1980s, only 20% of the world’s children were 
vaccinated against preventable childhood diseases. A 
decade-long ‘Child Survival Revolution’ increased coverage 
to 80% which, along with growth monitoring, breastfeeding, 
and oral rehydration (ORS), reduced child mortality by 61%. 
It created a world in which child death from preventable 
diseases is no longer seen as inevitable or acceptable. The 
Child Survival Revolution cited vaccines, nutrition, and 
ORS as the first lines of defence for child health. Today we 
know that a loving parental/caregiver attachment is the first 
line of defence for children’s protection, development, and 
overall well-being in childhood. This must be the basis for 
transforming child protection and should be supported by 
healthy secondary attachment relationships in safe and 
enabling schools for every child, and specialised response 
services for children in distress.

A WHO-led meta-review of 435 randomised control trials of 
parenting programmes demonstrated reduced maltreatment, 
improved responsive caregiving and better parental mental 
health.3 Just as global vaccine coverage for under-fives 
in the early 1980s was 20%, only 26% of countries today 
claim to have scaled-up parenting programmes. In many 
ways, a child protection revolution is already underway as 
hundreds of millions of parents access apps and books which 
draw attention to both evidence-based child development 
knowledge and also taboo-busting guidance on how to 
recover from one’s own childhood trauma. 

Just as the Child Survival Revolution put preventative 
medicine of the wealthiest countries in the hands of 
everyone, we can put primary prevention in the hands of 
everyone. Investing in primary prevention through parenting 
and school-based programmes and response services 
for those who need them can transform child protection 
outcomes overall for a fraction of what we spend on the 
unaddressed costs of violence in childhood. We can ensure 
every child grows up safe and nurtured, and that we build 
a world in which harm against children is no longer seen as 
inevitable, insurmountable, or acceptable.
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Recent advances in the science of child development and violence 
prevention demonstrate that certain evidence-based interventions can 
break the intergenerational cycle while responding to the immediate 
protection needs of children today.

In particular, States should focus on three accelerators that promise the 
widest impact by addressing the major protective factors for children. 
All of these are part of the INSPIRE technical support package on ending 
violence against children.

1.	Universal access to quality parent and 
caregiver support. 
Well-designed parent support interventions have consistently shown 
effectiveness in reducing child maltreatment and strengthening 
child-parent relationships. They contribute to good mental health 
and well-being for children and their caregivers and reduce risk-
taking behaviours throughout the life course. Such programmes can 
also be designed to intentionally address the root causes of gender-
based inequalities and challenge harmful gender roles, all factors 
that underpin violence against girls, boys, and women. 
 
All States should ensure universal access to a minimum package of 
evidence-based parenting programmes designed to prevent child 
abuse and neglect.  

OPERATIONALISING THE 
TRANSFORMATION



2.	Universal access to safe and enabling school 
environments. 
Outside of the family, school is the most important institution in the 
lives of most children. For children affected by violence at home or 
in the community, it is the relationships in school that help the child 
on the path to recovery and away from further cycles of violence. 
Like parents, the adults who oversee, manage and staff these places 
have a duty to provide safe and nurturing environments that protect 
children from violence and promote their wellbeing. Creating safe 
learning environments that promote gender equality and counter the 
social constructs that foster violence can be a powerful protective 
factor with wide-reaching intergenerational implications. 
 
Every Ministry of Education should ensure an explicit policy 
commitment that every school have in place robust violence 
prevention and response mechanisms, including the provision of 
mental health and psychosocial support to children in distress. 
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3.	Response and support services for children 
who need them.
Where children have been harmed or are at immediate risk of 
significant harm, States need to ensure they are reached by health, 
social welfare, and justice services as part of an effective and 
inclusive child protection system. Such services can provide early 
intervention to avert violence, prevent its recurrence and reduce its 
long-term impacts by providing children and families with pathways 
to support and response services. 
 
All States should ensure response and support services for children 
impacted by violence through inclusive and effective child protection 
systems underpinned by a robust social service workforce; legal 
protections from all forms of violence; integrated service delivery; 
a strong data and case management system; engagement with 
communities and children; and oversight and accountability 
mechanisms.
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