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The context of this guidance

Violence is both a serious human rights violation 
and a major public health concern. It affects the 
general well-being, physical and mental health, 
and social functioning of millions of people (1); it 
also puts strain on health systems, lowers econom-
ic productivity, and has a negative effect on eco-
nomic and social development (2). In particular, the 
number of children affected by violence each year is 
a major concern (3).

Child maltreatment affects children’s physical, 
cognitive, emotional and social development. It 
can lead to the body’s stress response system be-
ing overactive, which can harm the development 
of the brain and other organs, and increase the 
risk for stress-related illness and impaired cogni-
tion (the capacity to think, learn and understand) 
(4). Maltreatment is a risk factor for mental health, 
education, employment and relationship problems 
later in life. It also increases the likelihood of be-
haviour that is a risk to health, such as smoking, 
drinking heavily, drug use, over-eating and unsafe 
sex (5). These behaviours are, in turn, major caus-
es of death, disease and disability, including heart 
disease, cancer, diabetes and suicide – sometimes 
decades later (5). Victims of maltreatment are also 
more likely to become perpetrators and victims of 
other types of violence later in life (6).

Child maltreatment negatively affects a coun-
try’s economy, due to expenses relating to treating 
victims’ health problems, welfare costs, lowered 
economic productivity and so forth (7). In the Unit-
ed States of America (USA), in 2010, the lifetime 
cost for each victim of non-fatal child maltreatment 
was estimated to be US$ 210 012 (7). The many se-
rious economic, physical and mental health conse-
quences of child maltreatment mean that it makes 
sense to develop and implement effective preven-
tion strategies.

Child maltreatment is more likely in families 
that have difficulties developing stable, warm and 
positive relationships (8). Children are at increased 
risk of being maltreated if a parent or guardian has 
a poor understanding of child development, and 
therefore has unrealistic expectations about the 
child’s behaviour (8). This is also the case if parents 
and guardians do not show the child much care or 
affection, are less responsive to the child, have a 
harsh or inconsistent parenting style, and believe 
that corporal punishment (for example, smacking) 
is an acceptable form of discipline (1, 5). Strength-
ening parenting1 therefore plays an important role 
in preventing child maltreatment. 

One way of strengthening parenting is through 
parenting programmes. Although many parenting 
programmes do not specifically aim to reduce or 
prevent violence, those which aim to strengthen 
positive relationships through play and praise, and 
provide effective, age-appropriate positive disci-
pline, have the potential to do so (9).

Parenting programmes to prevent violence usual-
ly take the shape of either individual or group-based 
parenting support. An example of individual par-
enting support is home visits, which involve trained 
home visitors visiting parents (typically only the 
mother) in their homes both during and after their 
pregnancy. The home visitor supports and edu-
cates parents so as to strengthen parenting skills, 
improve child health and prevent child maltreat-
ment (10). Group-based parenting support, on the 
other hand, is typically provided by trained staff 
to groups of parents together. These programmes 
aim to prevent child maltreatment by improving 
parenting skills, increasing parents’ understanding 

THE CONTEXT OF THIS GUIDANCE

1 Throughout this document, parenting does not only refer 
to parenting by biological parents, but by all primary care-
givers.
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of child development and encouraging the use of 
positive discipline strategies (10).

Most parenting programmes that have proven 
to be effective at preventing violence have been 
developed and tested in high-income countries 
such as the USA and the United Kingdom. There is 
very little work on parenting programmes in low- 
and middle-income countries. However, there is 
evidence from low-resource settings that positive 
parent-child relationships and a positive parenting 
style can buffer the effects of family and commu-
nity influences on children’s development, includ-
ing violent behaviour later in life (11, 12). From what 
is already known, there is good evidence to support 
promoting parenting programmes across different 
cultural and economic backgrounds.

Because we do not know enough about par-
enting programmes in low- and middle-income 
countries, evaluations of programmes are critical. 
First, we need to confirm that desired results are 
achieved in new contexts. Second, because of the 
lack of resources available to fund programmes in 
poorer countries, evaluations can prevent time and 
money from being wasted on programmes that do 
not work. Third, the results from outcome evalua-
tions can be used to influence governments to fund 
parenting programmes. 

This document was designed to help strength-
en the evidence for parenting programmes aimed 

at preventing violence in low- and middle-income 
countries. The intended audiences are:

• policy-makers; 
• programme developers, planners and com-

missioners; 
• high-level practitioners in government minis-

tries, such as health and social development; 
• nongovernmental organisations; 
• community-based organisations; and 
• donors working in the area of violence pre-

vention. 

After going through this document, you should:

• understand the need for solid evidence of a 
programme’s effectiveness;

• know about the current literature on parent-
ing programmes aimed at preventing vio-
lence; and

• understand the process of carrying out out-
come evaluations of parenting programmes 
aimed at preventing violence. 

This document has a related appendix on the World 
Health Organization’s web site at www.who.int/
violence_injury_prevention/publications/violence/
parenting_evaluations/. The appendix contains a 
variety of evaluation resources, including links 
to useful publications and web sites, and names 
of evaluators who are experts in parenting pro-
grammes. 
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SECTION 1

What is ‘outcome evaluation’ and 
why do we need it?

SECTION 1. WHAT IS ‘PROGRAMME EVALUATION’ AND WHY DO WE NEED IT?

What is ‘programme evaluation’ ?
Put simply, programme evaluation is a process 
which involves collecting, analysing, interpreting 
and sharing information about the workings and 
effectiveness of programmes (13). Different types 
of evaluation are appropriate at different stages of 
a programme – from the design stage, through to 
long-term follow-up of participants after the pro-
gramme has ended (13). The earlier a programme 
is evaluated, the stronger the programme is likely 
to be.

Needs assessment

A programme is created so that it can tackle a 
particular problem. Understanding the nature of 
the problem and how common and widespread it 
is can help to make sure that the programme be-
ing developed meets the intended purpose, and 
whether there actually needs to be a programme. A 
needs assessment should be carried out when the 
programme is first thought of or when an existing 
programme is restructured, as it can identify what 
services are needed and how they should be pro-
vided.

Below is an example of how a needs assess-
ment might be used. The programme in the exam-
ple – Caring Families – is fictional and will be used 
as an example throughout this document.

Developing and assessing the programme theory

Once the need for a programme has been estab-
lished, the next step is to develop a programme 
theory and assess it. All programme staff should 
work together to create the programme theory be-
fore the programme is developed. A programme 
theory is a blueprint that represents how the pro-
gramme is supposed to work and acts as a guide 
to how the programme should be designed and  
delivered so that it achieves its desired effects.  
Creating a diagram can help produce the programme 
theory as it makes it easier to see the mechanisms 
through which the programme hopes to achieve 
its aims (see Annex on Creating a diagram of pro-
gramme theory). By carrying out an assessment 
of this theory (that is, by checking whether current 
scientific evidence suggests that the individual ele-
ments of the programme, as suggested in the the-
ory, are likely to make the programme a success), 

EXAMPLE

The developers of Caring Families aim to tackle the problem of child maltreatment. Before designing the 
programme, they interviewed clients using their support centre to understand how many of the parents 
they helped were at risk of maltreating their children, and whether this came about because the parents 
did not understand:

n what was appropriate for different developmental stages of children; or 

n that corporal punishment is not an effective discipline technique. 

Because of the needs assessment, the developers could give sponsors and donors information about the 
numbers of parents they were likely to be able to help, and to design a programme that specifically met 
the needs of those parents.
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