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Child friendly spaces:
understanding effective
Implementation

A randomised controlled trial (RCT) in Uganda
deepens our understanding of child friendly spaces
(CFS), building on existing research.

CFS should transition into
wider programme of
community-led services

This study compared the effectiveness of two
approaches to implementing CFS in the West Nile
refugee response in Uganda, finding strong
evidence that both approaches can have immediate
as well as longer-term psychosocial benefits for
younger children and adolescents. However, they
had limited impact on strengthening community
capacities for child protection and MHPSS.

Findings indicate that funding should continue for
delivery of CFS or similar interventions, while CFS
should be transitioned into a wider programme of
complementary and community-led services for
sustained impact.

Children playing at a World Vision run CFS in
Bidibidi settlement, West Nile region, Uganda.
Credit: Derrick Kyatuka, World Vision Uganda

Background

CFS are used by humanitarian agencies to address
the psychosocial and protection needs of children in
the aftermath of crisis. Based on previous research, a
Toolkit for Child Friendly Spaces in Humanitarian
Settings synthesized existing inter-agency standards
to guide implementation, monitoring and evaluation
while also expanding to include a package of
sequential, structured psychosocial activities that can
be tailored to local circumstances. The RCT,
conducted with Columbia University, addressed a
need for rigorous evidence to inform practice and
understand effective mechanisms for delivering
outcomes for children.

How the research was
conducted

Using a three-arm RCT, changes in mental health and
psychosocial well-being, acquisition of skills and
knowledge, and protection were assessed for 1,178
caregivers of children aged 6 to 8 years and 1,280
children (aged 9 and 14). Children were assessed at
pre-start, immediately post-close, and 9 months post-
close and randomized into one of three groups: one
based on established inter-agency standards, one
based on the Toolkit; or a waitlist control group.

Key findings

* In the immediate term both the Toolkit and Standard
CFS led to clear, positive mental health impacts for
younger children, with varying impacts on
adolescents. The Standard was more effective than
the Toolkit in reducing psychological distress in
adolescent ethnic minorities, increasing hopefulness
and enhancing individual capacities for resilience.
Over the longer-term both the Toolkit and Standard
CFS reduced perceived risks and psychological
distress. The Toolkit was more effective in
strengthening capacities for resilience. The Standard
reduced reporting of daily caregiver stresses.

Both younger and adolescent girls had longer lasting
improvements in mental health with the Toolkit. The
Standard had longer-term benefits for boys.

Both CFS had limited impact on strengthening
community capacities for child protection and
MHPSS.

Greater attendance (over 49% of sessions) had a
direct positive effect on mental health, resilience and
- for adolescents - functional literacy outcomes.
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complementary services on sustaining the MHPSS
outcomes.
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