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Introducing UNICEF USA’s Child-Centered Governance Research-to-Policy Series, which highlights 
five strategies to help governments center children’s best interests and perspectives in decision-
making. The series translates research and promising practices into actionable approaches for 
communities to implement. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . 

CHILD-CENTERED GOVERNANCE BRIEF SERIES AT A GLANCE 
 
Child-centered governance is a transformative, evidence-informed approach to public decision-making on policies, 
priorities and resource allocations that places the well-being and voices of children at its center. It emphasizes inclusive, 
equitable, and accountable governance, in which children and young people can meaningfully participate in decisions that 
affect them, public budgets reflect their needs and priorities, and independent advocates elevate their perspectives. 
 
This brief series draws on extensive review of existing research, international guidance, government reports and promising 
practices in the U.S. and globally, as well as key informant interviews with practitioners working at the national, state and 
local levels. Together, these insights point to common strategies for embedding children’s voices and well-being into 
government systems that shape their day-to-day experiences. 
 
This effort to bridge research, policy and practice on child-centered governance was born from UNICEF USA’s Child 
Friendly Cities Initiative (CFCI), which unites local stakeholders to create safer, equitable, inclusive and child-centered 
communities. Launched in the U.S. in 2020, CFCI partners with communities like Minneapolis, MN; Decatur, GA; and 
Boulder, CO, to demonstrate the potential of child-centered approaches while revealing the need for a broader set of tools 
that other governments can adopt. Their experiences — together with evidence from global partners — highlight that there 
is no one-size-fits-all model. However, there are commonalities in what makes child-centered governance strategies 
effective and efficient to guide decision-making. 
 
Drawing from this evidence and experience, the series highlights five interconnected strategies UNICEF USA promotes to 
put children at the center of local governance: 
 

• Youth Councils: Cities create structured opportunities for young people to engage with local government. These 
groups connect youth to civic life and provide input on policies, programs, or community issues. 

• Child Impact Statements: Cities use a process to consider how policies or budget decisions affect children and 
youth as routine practice used by decision-makers. 

• Children’s Cabinets: Cities bring together leaders from different departments to coordinate services and improve 
outcomes for children and families. This group is city-led and focused on collaboration across agencies. 

• Children's Budgets: Cities track and report how much public funding is spent on children and youth across 
agencies and departments to clearly identify child-related spending within the overall budget. 

• Youth Ombuds Offices: Cities designate and resource an independent office to advocate for children’s well-being 
and address concerns. This office may investigate issues and recommend actions to improve services and 
outcomes for youth. 

Establishing these structures is an important step, but their impact depends on how they function in practice—including 
how consistently they influence decisions, how children’s and young people’s perspectives are considered and, where 
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appropriate, meaningfully integrated, and how equitably they include diverse communities so that support for children in 
consistent and not left to chance 

.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . .. 

Many governments lack a clear roadmap and practical guidance for prioritizing the voices and needs 
of children in policymaking. Child-centered governance fills this gap by helping governments and 

partners across the community take more intentional and coordinated action for and with children. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . 

CHILD-CENTERED GOVERNANCE IMPACTS AND OUTCOMES 
 
Emerging evidence and experience suggest that these strategies, when effectively implemented, help governments design 
more equitable, effective and responsive systems. While causal links to improved child well-being are still being 
established, the strategies show clear promise. 

Equitable and Responsive Policies: Including children’s perspectives and using tools like Child Impact Statements leads 
to policies that better meet the needs of all children and reduces unintended harms.1,2,3,4,5  

Effective and Targeted Resource Allocation: Children’s budgets and coordinated governance ensure resources are 
strategically directed, services are tailored to community needs and new funding opportunities are mobilized.6,7,8,9,10 

Transparency and Accountability: Participatory mechanisms, oversight bodies and public reporting improve governance, 
track progress toward shared goals and strengthen trust in decision-making.3,11,12,13,14  

Youth Engagement and Leadership: Participation in governance fosters civic identity, empowerment, leadership skills and 
social-emotional development, creating pathways for lifelong civic involvement.15,16,17,18,19 

Community Resilience and Long-Term Child Well-Being: Cross-sector coordination and child-centered governance enhance 
crisis responsiveness, strengthen communities and contribute to lasting improvements in children’s health, education and 
safety by ensuring support is more connected and consistent over time.4,5,6,20,21,22,23,24  

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR IMPLEMENTATION AND GETTING STARTED 
 
Child-centered governance is most effective when approached as a coordinated, system-wide effort. While each strategy 
can be pursued individually, they are mutually reinforcing: 
 

• Youth Councils surface priorities that inform Children’s Budgets or guide Children’s Cabinets. 
• Child Impact Statements provide evidence to strengthen decisions made by Children’s Cabinets or Youth Ombuds 

Offices. 
• Youth Ombuds Offices monitor whether commitments made through Children’s Budgets or Children’s Cabinets 

are implemented, reinforcing accountability. 
• Children’s Cabinets coordinate across agencies and strategies, ensuring that youth priorities identified by Youth 

Councils and evidence from Child Impact Statements shape policies and budgets. 
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Communities can start small — engaging youth in policy discussions, creating public facing budgets to show where 
funding for children is being spent, or forming cross-agency working groups — and gradually build toward more formal or 
sustained structures.  

The accompanying briefs in this series offer further guidance for local leaders and practitioners, with evidence, case 
studies, and practical steps to support implementation. Together, they can help governments deepen understanding of 
how these strategies contribute to more coordinated, child-centered governance; learn from real-world examples; and 
identify actionable entry points to strengthen local systems. 
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WHAT TO EXPECT FROM UNICEF USA UNICEF USA partners with government leaders, youth and key 
stakeholders to advance child-centered governance—supporting communities to strengthen how decisions 
affecting children are made so that policies and systems consistently uphold children’s rights and improve their 
well-being. 

What’s next:  UNICEF USA will continue to roll out additional tools, guidance, research, and peer learning opportunities to 
support municipalities at different stages of their journey. 

Sign up for our Communities for Every Child newsletter to stay informed about research, advocacy and child-friendly 
governance initiatives.  

  
Learn more in our full Child-Centered Governance Research- to-Policy Brief series: Children’s Budgets • Youth Councils • 

Child Impact Statements • Youth Ombuds Offices • Children’s Cabinets 
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Over eight decades, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has built an unprecedented global support system for the world’s children. UNICEF 
relentlessly works day in and day out to deliver the essentials that give every child an equitable chance in life: health care and immunizations, safe water and 
sanitation, nutrition, education, emergency relief and more. UNICEF USA advances the global mission of UNICEF by rallying the American public to support the 
world’s most vulnerable children. Together, we have helped save and meaningfully improve more children’s lives than any other humanitarian organization. 
For more information, visit unicefusa.org. 
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