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Key definitions 

Early childhood development (ECD) 
Early childhood development refers to the physical, social, emotional and cognitive 
abilities a child acquires from pregnancy to age 8. For the purpose of this analysis, we 
define early childhood as the period from conception to age 5. This is informed in part by 
the availability of previous methodologies to estimate funding specifically for children 
under 5, and in part by the type of services included in the funding analysis (i.e., excluding 
primary school). 

Early childhood services  
Early childhood services are interventions aimed at children and caregivers, focused on 
ensuring children’s optimal physical, social, emotional and cognitive development between 
con ception and age 8 (age 5 for this analysis). These include:  

• Health services (e.g., maternal, newborn and child healthcare and hygiene);  

• Nutrition services (e.g., exclusive breastfeeding, healthy eating);  

• Protection interventions (e.g., birth registration, protection from violence);  

• Responsive caregiving support (e.g., coaching caregivers on child development and 
caregiver responsiveness, caregiver mental health support); and 

• Early learning opportunities (e.g., pre-school, childcare provision, learning through play). 

For a full list of recommended early childhood interventions, see the Nurturing Care 
Framework (WHO, UNICEF, and World Bank 2018). See Annex 1 for a full list of services/
keywords included in this research. 

Early childhood development in emergencies (ECDiE)
This analysis focuses on funding for services supporting early childhood development 
in contexts of (humanitarian) crisis, which we refer to in the report as ‘early childhood 
development in emergencies’ (ECDiE). We define crisis as an acute or prolonged breakdown 
in a group’s ability to meet their own needs independent of external support, caused by an 
event or series of events that represent a critical threat to the health, safety, security or well-
being of the group (e.g., war/conflict, natural disaster, pandemics or a combination). 

https://nurturing-care.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Nurturing_Care_Components_Closer_Look.pdf
https://nurturing-care.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Nurturing_Care_Components_Closer_Look.pdf
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Key insights

The first years of a child’s life are a critical window of 
opportunity for optimal development, laying the foundations 
for learning, behaviour and well-being later in life.

Young children growing up in crisis settings are 
vulnerable to a range of compounding risks that 
threaten their long-term development and well-
being. Evidence shows that quality early childhood 
services for young children and their caregivers can 
provide a buffer against these risks and help children 
reach their developmental potential. 

Despite the growing need for investment in early 
childhood development in emergencies (ECDiE), no 
methodology currently exists to track and report on 
donor commitments and funding. This report aims 
to help fill that gap by estimating funding going to 
ECDiE in recent years. 

Using a two-track methodology, the analysis draws 
insights from:

 Development aid to countries 
 affected by crisis
 Humanitarian aid explicitly targeting 
 early childhood interventions

The two-track logic builds upon growing interest 
in the humanitarian-development nexus, which 
may offer new potential funding sources for ECDiE. 
While the findings from these two tracks cannot be 
aggregated, they provide different sets of insights, 

which stakeholders and advocates can use to make 
the case for increasing investment in services for 
young children and caregivers affected by crisis.

This report is a first attempt to estimate current 
global funding levels towards early childhood 
development in crisis settings. To better understand 
the extent to which children and their caregivers in 
crisis-affected contexts are supported to survive and 
thrive, donors, decision-makers and advocates should 
push for increased transparency on, and traceability 
of, funding for ECDiE. Finally, while this report 
provides initial insights on current funding levels, the 
funding need—and thus the extent of the gap—is 
still unknown. An overarching funding goal for ECDiE 
needs globally—based on scenario planning informed 
by the findings of this analysis—is being developed by 
the Moving Minds Alliance and its partners.

Despite the growing need for 
investment in early childhood 
development in emergencies,
no methodology currently exists 
to track and report on donor 
commitments and funding. 
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US$ 192bn
total international 
assistance in 2017

15%
Humanitarian aid

85%
Development aid
Source: OECD CRS

Key insights:

Development funding

Development aid is an important source 
of financing for ECDiE. Development aid 
represented 85% of all international assistance in 
2017. A growing share goes to countries covered by 
Humanitarian Response Plans or Refugee Response 
Plans: 44% of all Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) for early childhood development—US$ 2.5 
billion in 2017—went to countries affected by crisis. 

See Figure 1

While the absolute amount of funding has 
increased, the share of development aid 
for ECDiE is consistently low. Even if the total 
amount of early childhood development (ECD) 
funding in crisis-affected countries is rising (up 
from US$ 1.3 billion in 2013), it represents only 3.3% 
of total development aid going to crisis-affected 
countries in 2017 (up marginally from 2.7% in 2013). 

See Figure 5

Trends suggest a growing role for 
multilateral organisations as funders of 
ECDiE. While traditional bilateral donors are 
responsible for 49% of development funding for 
ECDiE, the share of funding from multilaterals 
has risen from 39% in 2013 to 51% in 2017. The 
World Bank leads the way, contributing 11% of 
all development funding for ECDiE in 2017—a 
significant increase from just 4% in 2013. 

See Figure 7

Integrating missing ECDiE elements 
into already funded health and nutrition 
programs is an effective way to increase 
access for young children and caregivers 
in the near term. In crisis-affected countries, 
95% of development aid consistently goes to 
health and nutrition interventions. Although these 
interventions already serve the target audience 
for ECDiE, they often neglect critical services, 
such as caregiver coaching and mental health 
support. Integrating elements of ECDiE into these 
well-established sectors could be an expedient 
approach to increasing coverage, while also 
addressing unmet needs. 

See Figure 6

Education and WASH services for children 
under 5 years old are severely un derfunded; 
for child protection and responsive caregiving 
interventions, in formation on funding is 
unavailable. Only 2% of ECD funding for crisis-
affected countries goes to WASH, and only 1% 
to pre-primary education. Responsive caregiving 
and child protection—two critical elements of 
nurturing care and ECDiE—are not traceable in 
existing datasets. More precise tag ging of funding 
for children under 5 years old would help improve 
tracking of resources going to these areas. 

See Figure 6
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Humanitarian funding
Key insights:

At just 2%, the share of humanitarian aid 
supporting ECDiE is minimal. Humanitarian aid 
explicitly targeting ECD stood at US$ 463 million 
in 2018, only 2% of the total. This excludes two 
private foundation grants of US$ 100 million each 
awarded to ECDiE projects in 2018 (to be disbursed 
over five years), suggesting that philanthropy has 
played a growing role in humanitarian financing for 
ECDiE in recent years.

See Figure 8

Together, three bilateral donors and the 
EU provided 75% of all ECDiE funding in 
2018. Germany (US$ 143 million), the United 
States (US$ 73 million), the United Kingdom 
(US$ 22 million) and the European Union (US$ 
109 million) are also the largest donors to the 
humanitarian sector overall. UNICEF, the UN 
agency focused on children, contributed US$ 25 
million (5%) to ECDiE.

See Figures 11 & 12

Within the humanitarian cluster system, 
most humanitarian funds for ECDiE go to 
food security and nutrition. Education, 
WASH and child protection all manage less 
than 5%. Food security and nutrition manage 
US$ 55 million each, or a combined 53% of total 
cluster funds for ECDiE. Four other clusters with 
direct relevance to ECDiE manage 27%: health 
(17%), education (5%), child protection (3%) and 
WASH (2%).

See Figure 9

Coordination of funds across clusters to 
meet the needs of children under 5 years 
old is limited. Less than one-fifth of ECDiE funds 
(19%) is reported as ‘multi-sector’ funding (i.e., 
in cluding at least one ECD-related sector, such as 
health, nutrition or education). 

See Figure 9

The share of 
aid for ECDiE 
is consistently

LOW
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Introduction

Early life experiences shape the architecture of the brain and 
lay the foundation for later development and inequities.

Appropriate support for children’s physical, mental 
and socioemotional needs, and close relationships 
with nurturing caregivers during this time can form 
the foundation for lifelong success and resilience, 
family and societal cohesion, and sustainable and 
peaceful societies. Conversely, the absence of 
consistent, responsive relationships and stimulation 
during the early years can pose a serious threat to 
a child’s development and well-being. As noted in 
previous reports and briefs,1 children and families 
facing crisis, conflict and forced displacement are 
especially vulnerable to these threats and are in need 
of quality and holistic early childhood development 
(ECD) services.2, 3

In the context of crisis or forced displacement, 
quality ECD integrates essential interventions into 
health, nutrition, early learning and education, 
child protection, HIV/AIDS and WASH, as well as 
social policies and services that support children’s 
development and uphold their rights. Providing this 
care and counteracting the negative impacts of 
conflict and crisis on young children and families 
requires investment and cooperation across national 
boundaries.

Increasing interest in ECD among international 
donors has so far failed to translate into significant, 
concrete action. Moreover, it has remained a lower 
priority topic within discussions around humanitarian 
aid. Data and standards to assess current investment 
levels in early childhood development in emergencies 
(ECDiE) are underdeveloped. Due to a siloed system 
for humanitarian assistance and the cross-sectoral 
nature of early years interventions, this crucial area 
of support often falls in between the main sectoral 
clusters, making it difficult to track commitments 
and assess whether they are translated into action. 
Similarly, national government budgets do not lend 
themselves to identifying the comprehensive set of 
investments benefiting young children.

In this context, the need for accurate and 
comprehensive tracking of programmatic 
interventions and funding is greater than ever. 
Accurate data is essential for advocates, donors, 
governments and practitioners to identify emerging 
opportunities and monitor critical gaps. In addition, 
clear standards enable donors and policymakers to 
ensure quality assistance and focus their efforts on 
the most effective interventions. 

Interventions focused on the early years of a child’s 
life that are known to deliver short-term and long-
term positive outcomes are more relevant than ever 
in a world increasingly characterized by protracted 
conflict and displacement. Crises today displace more 
people and last longer. Between 2014 and 2018, the 

Increasing interest in ECD among 
international donors has so far 
failed to translate into significant, 
concrete action. 
1 See Resources/Bibliography, page 28.    2 Bouchane et al., 2018.    3 Moving Minds Alliance, 2019.
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average length of crises nearly doubled to more than 
nine years, and nearly three quarters of people now 
targeted for humanitarian assistance are in countries 
impacted by humanitarian crisis for seven years or 
more.4 As displacements become progressively more 
permanent, the acute responses of the humanitarian 
sector begin to shift increasingly towards long-term 
development projects. Key actors including UNOCHA 
and the OECD DAC have not only pointed out the 
increasingly blurred lines between the humanitarian 
and development sectors, but have also called for a 
multidisciplinary lens to address the short- and long-
term needs of crisis-affected persons.5 6

Early childhood development in emergency settings 
sits at the nexus of humanitarian and development 
assistance, as these programmes address the acute 
needs of very young children and caregivers, while 
also contributing to improved individual and societal 
outcomes in the longer term. This is reflected in 
donor financing as well, as the analysis shows 

increasing complementarity between development 
and humanitarian aid for sectors relevant to the early 
years, such as for social services and infrastructure, 
health and education.7 In absolute terms, much larger 
amounts are spent on development aid (including in 
crisis-affected countries) than for humanitarian aid: In 
2017, development aid stood at US$ 164 billion (85% 
of total international assistance), with the remaining 
US$ 28 billion provided as humanitarian aid (15%). 
Analysing both humanitarian and development 
approaches and financing flows for this age group is 
therefore necessary.

Accordingly, this report presents two initial 
approaches to reach a better understanding of the 
current development and humanitarian financing 
landscape for ECDiE. Our hope is that a clearer 
picture of the existing investments and remaining 
funding gaps will bring further resources and 
attention to this critical field and continue to elevate 
ECDiE on donors’ agendas.

Figure 1  Total international assistance, 2017

Source: OECD CRS

US$ 192bn
total international 
assistance in 2017

15%
Humanitarian aid

85%
Development aid 15%

85%

4 UNOCHA, 2019.
5 UNOCHA, “Humanitarian Development Nexus: The New Way of Working,” https://www.unocha.org/fr/themes/humanitarian-
development-nexus
6 OECD DAC, 2019, “DAC Recommendation on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus,” https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/en/
instruments/OECD-LEGAL-5019.
7 Development Initiatives, 2019. The Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2019 shows gradual increases in funding for social 
infrastructures and services as crises continue: +27% in fifth year of response compared to year before appeal. Data based on 27 
countries with 5 or more consecutive years of UN-coordinated appeals between 2000 and 2017.
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For Development Aid

For Humanitarian Aid

Methodological approach 

To develop initial estimates of funding for ECDiE, we take a 
two-track approach that draws insights from two of the most 
comprehensive and authoritative databases on development 
assistance and humanitarian aid: 

The Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD)’s 
Creditor Reporting System (CRS)

The United Nations Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(UNOCHA)’s Financial Tracking Service (FTS)

http://Creditor Reporting System (CRS)
https://fts.unocha.org/
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Figure 2  Nurturing Care Framework
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For this analysis, we employ a holistic definition 
of ECD, based on the widely accepted Nurturing 
Care Framework developed by the WHO, UNICEF, 
and the World Bank.8 ECD services are typically 
delivered through multiple sectors and ideally 
require coordination across the essential domains 
of child development: responsive caregiving, early 
learning, health, nutrition, and protection (or safety 
and security). They include interventions from 
the pre-natal period through children’s entry into 
primary school, focusing on the child and their direct 
environment, including the primary caregiver(s).

Accurately tracking ECD funding is a complex task. 
This is due in part to the multisectoral nature of the 
most critical interventions and the current lack of a 
marker to track or tag investments in the early years 
across the different databases. This means we are 
forced to rely on global proxies to estimate funding 
for ECDiE. Based on the structure and content of each 
database and the availability of previous estimates 
for ECD funding, we have developed two distinct 
methodologies. Both approaches aim to isolate 
disbursements for children under five9 years old and 
their caregivers.

...we are forced to rely on global 
proxies to estimate funding for ECDiE

Source: WHO, UNICEF, World Bank 2018

8 World Health Organization, UNICEF and World Bank Group, 2018.
9 The age range chosen for this analysis was determined by the availability of previous methodologies to esti-mate funding for children 
under five. It is not a reflection of a decision by Moving Minds Alliance or SEEK Development to restrict the definition of ECD interventions 
to those that target children younger than five – see Key definitions above.

https://nurturing-care.org/
https://nurturing-care.org/
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Figure 3  ODA for ECD in crisis-affected countries

• Data only includes donors providing official development assistance (ODA), including bilateral donors and 
public multilateral institutions (e.g., UN organizations, development banks, vertical funds, EU Institu tions). 
Private donors were excluded due to irregular reporting and the inability to compare data over time.  

• This methodology focuses on funding dedicated to health; nutrition; water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH); 
and education, but does not allow us to isolate funding for responsive caregiving and child protection, two 
very important components of ECDiE. Nor does the methodology benefit from real-time insight in national 
budget allocations or stated political priorities. 

• The list of countries covered by HRP/RRPs varies each year, often driving strong variations in the data. In 
addition, the methodology yields estimates for funding going to these countries as a whole, and does not 
enable us to differentiate, within that funding, the share that went to conflict- or displacement-affected 
populations specifically. These data are nevertheless increasingly relevant due to the growing drive to 
integrate emergency response within host states and to support these countries with response coordination. 

• Analysis ran up until 2017, the latest data available at the time of the analysis.

Data limitations and important notes:

Methodological approach:

The analysis of development aid builds upon 
several layers of existing methodology to estimate 
funding for early childhood services in crisis-affected 
countries. This includes the methodology for tracking 
donor disbursements for ECD services developed by 
Theirworld,10 which itself builds upon the Muskoka 
methodology,11 devised by the 2010 G8 Health 
Working Group to capture aid disbursements to 
maternal, newborn and child health (MNCH). These are 
all based upon the self-reported funding as submitted 
to the OECD CRS mechanism of governments’ 
disbursed budgets. These methodologies only take 
into account development assistance and thus exclude 
funding reported to the OECD CRS as humanitarian aid. 
This methodology provides an imputed share for each 
relevant sector to estimate global funding benefitting 
children between the ages of zero and five (including 
the pre-natal period) and their caregivers (see Annex 2 
for the share of each OECD CRS purpose code imputed 
to MNCH and to children under five). To look at 
funding potentially available for ECDiE, we restricted 
our analysis to countries that were covered either by 
a Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) or a Refugee 
Response Plan (RRP) in a given year (see Annex 3).

Development aid

Total ODA

Development aid for ECDiE

HRP/RRP
countries

ODA for MNCH

ODA to children 0-5

(Muskoka methodology)

(Theirworld)

10 Theirworld, 2019.   11 G8 Health Working Group, 2010.
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Figure 4  Humanitarian aid explicitly targeting 
ECD interventions

• The FTS database is restricted to internationally provided aid and excludes domestic expenditure on crisis 
response within a government’s own borders. Reporting is done on a voluntary basis by donors and recipient 
organizations; keywords search output is therefore dependent on the quality and completeness of funding 
flows and project descriptions by reporting institutions. 

• Keyword-based research always contains a degree of subjectivity due to the selection of keywords and to 
differences in how donors describe their projects. 

• This methodology only selects projects that explicitly mention ECD-related interventions (as per the 
keywords listed in Annex 1), and thus does not take into account funding flows that indirectly or implicitly 
benefit children under age five and their caregivers.  

• Data is reported in real time. Flows analyzed in the context of this analysis are up to 2018 (latest complete 
year at the time of the analysis).  

• Two large grants of US$ 100 million each from two private foundations, The John D. and Catherine T. 
MacArthur Foundation and the LEGO Foundation, awarded for ECDiE programs in December 2017 and 
December 2018 respectively, were not included as they had not been reported to the UNOCHA FTS at the 
time of the analysis. Both grants run over a five-year period.   

Data limitations and important notes:

This analysis of humanitarian aid explicitly targeting 
ECD builds upon similar approaches used in previous 
analyses. These include the methodology developed 
by Save the Children12 to track humanitarian 
funding for child protection and a 2019 paper 
on accountability for funds for Nurturing Care 
published in the Archives of Disease in Childhood.13 
The analysis aims to isolate humanitarian aid that 
explicitly targets early childhood services and is 
based on data reported to the UNOCHA FTS, the most 
comprehensive public data source on humanitarian 
aid. To provide an overview of funding explicitly 
targeting ECD within humanitarian aid, we created 
a keyword search that isolated all projects whose 
description included at least one keyword that points 
to an ECD-related intervention (see Annex 1), creating 
a subset of funding flows, on which we then ran the 
different analyses. 

Humanitarian aid
Methodological approach:

Humanitarian aid for ECD

Keyword search

12 Thierry, 2019.   13 Arregoces et al., 2019.
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Findings

The findings of this analysis summarise 
the financing situation in two areas: 

Development aid for ECD
in crisis-affected countries

Humanitarian funding
flows explicitly targeting ECD

Page 17 – 19

Page 20 – 23

Note:  All funding amounts are 
listed in US Dollars (US$)
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Findings overview:

Development aid
Beginning with development aid, trends in ODA 
volumes show funding for ECD in crisis-affected 
countries has doubled since 2013, reaching a total of 
US$ 2.5 billion in 2017. However, despite increases in 
absolute amounts, the proportion of ECD within overall 
ODA has remained relatively stagnant and low; in 
2017, it represented 3.3% of total ODA spent in crisis-
affected countries (largely stable from 2.7% in 2013). 

The increase in the overall funding envelope for ECD 
in crisis-affected countries is largely explained by 
the growing number of countries placed within this 
category, rather than an increased focus on ECD. In 
the same time period that total ODA funding for ECD 
in crisis-affected countries doubled, the number of 
countries covered under this definition (i.e., those 
covered by HRPs/RRPs) increased from 29 to 37, 

including some countries that traditionally receive 
large amounts of ODA (e.g., Nigeria and Ethiopia). 
This means that almost half (44%) of development 
aid going towards ECD is now spent in countries 
affected by crisis (up from 14% in 2013), showing the 
increasing need to address barriers faced by young 
children in crisis settings specifically. 

When interpreting these numbers, it is important 
to remember that they are an imperfect indicator 
of funding devoted to ECDiE, as they only show 
financing for ECD spent within a country affected 
by crisis, rather than financing spent directly and 
only for populations affected by the crisis. However, 
the numbers remain highly relevant as an indicator, 
particularly in a context in which the role of host 
country governments becomes increasingly important.

Figure 5  Development aid for ECD in crisis-affected countries,* US$ millions

Source: SEEK Development estimates. *Crisis-affected countries are countries covered by a humanitarian appeal or refugee response plan in a 
given year (including regional plans). †2016 includes countries covered by regional appeals for Europe Situation and for the Sahel (see Annex 3).

585

Number of countries covered by humanitarian appeals each year:

As % of total aid
to these countries

Total
893 941

702

1182 1258

2085

2502
2631 2525

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016† 2017

28

+101%

24 27 22 30 29 36 41 48 37

3.3%

96.7%

$75.8bn

ECD funding
Other ODA

Almost half (44%) of development 
aid going towards ECD is now spent 
in countries affected by crisis (up 
from 14% in 2013).
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Trends in the sector distribution of ECDiE funding suggest 
a concentration of resources within some sectors and a 
scarcity of resources in others. Out of all funding going 
to ECD in crisis-affected countries, more than 90% 
consistently goes to health and nutrition interventions, 
which are typically delivered as standard components 
of humanitarian response. This is consistent with the 
findings from Theirworld,14 which found that in 2017, 95% 
of ECD-related funding was spent on traditional health- 
and nutrition-related interventions. This leaves little 
funding for interventions such as WASH (2%), pre-primary 
education (1%) and other critical programmes. Notably, 
responsive care and child protection are not tracked in 
OECD CRS, so it was not possible to isolate funding for 
these two critical elements of nurturing care. 

Education & 
WASH severely 
underfunded

<5%

Figure 6  Development aid for ECD in crisis-affected countries, by sector, US$ millions

Source: SEEK Development estimates

Pre-primary education General WASH Nutrition Health

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

72% 75% 75% 77% 76%

19%

1258

2085

2502
2631

2525

3%

1%5%

20%

19%

17%
19%

3%
1%1%

2%

2%2%
2%
1%2%

2%
1%1%

Note: Responsive care and child protection are not
tracked in OECD CRS; funding cannot be separated

14 Zubairi and Rose, 2019. 
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Source: SEEK Development estimates

Figure 7  Development aid for ECD in crisis-affected countries, by type of provider, 2017, US$ millions

The overall distribution of donors to ECDiE 
also reflects the importance of multilateral 
organisa tions. Bilateral donors—primarily OECD 
DAC members—play an important role, directing 
49% of ECD funding in crisis-affected countries 
in 2017. At the same time, funding trends suggest 
a growing role for multilateral organisations, as 
their share of ECDiE funding has risen to 51% in 
2017, up from 39% in 2013. This growth is due in 
large part to stronger engagement from the World 
Bank, which in 2017 represented 11% of all funding 
ECDiE, up from just 4% in 2013. 
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Humanitarian aid
Findings overview:

ECDiE funding within humanitarian aid is more 
complex to track and report, as no methodolo gies 
currently exist to estimate the share of ECD funding 
within broader sectors or clusters. Our research 
shows that very few humanitarian funding flows 
explicitly mention children under five as a target, 
or use ‘Early Childhood Development’ and related 
interventions in project descriptions.15 Of all 
funding reported to the UNOCHA FTS (US$ 25.2 
billion in 2018), only 2% (US$ 463 million) explicitly 
targeted the early years or mentioned ECD-related 
interventions (309 programs). 

Looking at the reported sector focus of financing 
flows, funding for ECD is very fragmented: the largest 
share (37%, US$ 171 million in 2018) was reported 
as ‘multi-sector’ funding (including at least one ECD-
related sector, such as health, nutrition or education). 
This is followed by nutrition (16%, US$ 74 million), 
and food security (14%, US$ 65 million, driven by a 
large WFP program in Somalia).16 This fragmentation 
highlights once again the cross-sectoral nature of 
ECDiE, and points to the difficulty for the issue to 
gain traction in a system largely driven by existing 
thematic clusters.

Of all humanitarian funding reported 
in 2018, only 2% explicitly targeted 
the early years or mentioned ECD-
related interventions.

A look within the humanitarian cluster system 
shows that slightly below half of ECDiE funding 
(45%; US$ 207 million in 2018) is managed by 
existing clusters. A closer look at the distribution 
across clusters provides insights into which 
clusters currently manage the largest funding 
flows targeting ECDiE, as well as how future 
coordination might work.17 Although there is no 
single cluster with responsibility for all elements 
of ECD, the largest share is managed by the Food 
Security Cluster (27%, US$ 55 million, driven by 
WFP programs), followed by nutrition (26%, US$ 55 
million) and health (17%, US$ 35 million). Almost a 
fifth (19%, US$ 39 million) is reported as managed 
by multiple clusters. Of these, Global Nutrition is 
the cluster that manages the largest share relative 
to other sectors included in the Nurturing Care 
Framework. Education and child protection receive 
relatively small amounts (respectively, 5%, US$ 11 
million and 3%, US$ 6 million). 

70% of
cluster funds go 
to Health, Nutrition 
& Food Security

15 See ‘Methodological approach’ section for more details on what exactly this entails. 
16 Note that due to different reporting systems and data structures, these numbers are not directly comparable with development aid 
figures cited above. For instance, funding flows cannot be reported under several sectors to the OECD CRS database, whereas these make 
up the largest category of ECD flows reported to the UNOCHA FTS.
17 There is currently no clear agreement on which cluster(s), if any, should take on coordination of ECD within humanitarian response.
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Figure 9  Humanitarian aid flows explicitly mentioning ECD interven tions, by cluster, 2018, US$ millions*

Source: SEEK Development estimates. *Only includes flows reported under a specific cluster, i.e., 45% of total humanitarian aid explicitly 
targeting ECD, for a total of US$ 207 million.
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Figure 8  Humanitarian aid flows explicitly mentioning ECD interventions, by sector, 2018, US$ millions

Source: SEEK Development estimates
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In line with trends common to humanitarian aid 
overall, the bulk of funding for ECDiE is concentrated 
within a handful of HRPs/RRPs. Of the humanitarian 
aid for ECDiE that went to HRPs/RRPs, 62% (US$ 151 
million) went to five HRPs: Somalia (US$ 58 million), 
Yemen (US$ 27 million), South Sudan (US$ 27 million), 
Nigeria (US$ 22 million), and Chad (US$ 17 million). 
The other 24 plans shared the remaining 38% of ECDiE 
funding for HRPs/RRPs.

Before reaching these countries, humanitarian aid 
for ECD is largely channelled through international 
organisations, which are key actors in humanitarian 
programme implementation. The primary 
implementers include UN agencies and international 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which 
receive 47% and 23% respectively of all humanitarian 
flows for ECD. The largest channels in 2018 were 
UNICEF (US$ 114 million), WFP (US$ 71 million) 
and the Red Crescent Society of the United Arab 
Emirates (US$ 10 million). Financial institutions and 
development banks also represent a large share (21%), 
although all of this funding comes from the German 
Development Bank, KfW (US$ 98 million).18

Figure 10  Top 15 HRPs/RRPs receiving 
humanitarian aid explicitly mentioning ECD, 
2018, US$ millions

Source: SEEK Development estimates

Figure 11  Humanitarian aid flows explicitly mentioning ECD interventions, by channel, 2018, US$ millions

Source: SEEK Development estimates
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463
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70%

18 This funding is made up of two large funding flows: 1) US$ 85 million in Iraq to improve access and quality of public education, 
psychosocial and psychological support, public water supply and sanitation facilities, 2) US$ 13 million in Somalia to ‘offer children and 
young people improved access to basic education and quality early childhood development opportunities as well as improved access to 
appropriate basic services.’ 
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Source: SEEK Development estimates. *This represents the portion of UNICEF funding (22%) that is not attributed to a specific donor, and so 
is reported as originating directly from UNICEF. The original source of these funds is not known. **EU funding includes both ECHO and the 
European Commission.

Figure 12  Humanitarian aid flows explicitly mentioning ECD interventions, by donor, 2018, US$ millions

Humanitarian funding for ECD comes primarily 
from a few key public donors. Governments are 
the source of 67% of all funds (US$ 310 million in 
2018), with intergovernmental bodies (primarily 
the EU) representing 25% (US$ 116 million). 
Among donor governments, Germany, the United 
States, and the United Kingdom are the largest 
donors, directing US$ 143 million, US$ 73 million 
and US$ 22 million respectively in 2018. These 
three bilateral donors and the EU provided three 
quarters of all funding in 2018. They are also 
the largest bilateral donors for humanitarian 
aid overall. UNICEF, the UN agency focused on 
children, contributed US$ 25 million (5%) to ECDiE.
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Conclusions and key insights

This report presents a first attempt at estimating current 
funding levels towards ECDiE, looking at both development aid 
and humanitarian aid. Despite limitations to data availability, 
the methodology and analysis show the low level and relative 
paucity of funding for ECD in crisis-affected countries. 

While an absolute growth in funds is observed 
in recent years, the share of ECDiE within total 
international assistance is stagnant. Thus, the 
needs of millions of young children and their 
caregivers affected by crisis remain overlooked 
and underfunded. 

Within development aid, ECD represents only 
around 3% of total development funding to crisis-
affected countries—a share that has remained 
low in the past years. Crisis-affected countries 
represent a growing share of global development 
funding for ECD: US$ 2.5 billion in 2017, or 
44% of global ECD funding. The bulk of these 
funds are directed towards health and nutrition 
interventions (95%); much smaller proportions 
go to early childhood education (2%) and WASH 
(1%). No information is available on development 
funding for child protection and responsive 
caregiving through the methodology used in this 
analysis. Growth in funding is increasingly driven 
by multilateral organizations, the World Bank in 
particular. 

With regard to development aid, the sectoral 
distribution suggests an opportunity to integrate 
missing elements of holistic child development 
(e.g., responsive caregiving) into health- and 

The needs of millions of young children 
and their caregivers affected by crisis 
remain overlooked and underfunded. 

nutrition-related interventions that are already 
funded, including through large vertical health 
funds. The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis 
and Malaria, and Gavi, for instance, are increasingly 
working in crisis-affected contexts and have access to 
the target populations for ECD. In addition, there is a 
need and opportunity to further engage multilateral 
organisations (not just traditional bilateral donors) 
to increase (new) funds for ECDiE across sectors (e.g., 
education and WASH).

In the humanitarian sphere, the share of funding 
explicitly targeting ECD interventions is at a similarly 
low level: just 2% of total humanitarian aid in 2018, 
or US$ 463 million. This funding cuts across all 
sectors and clusters, but remains highly concentrated 
in the hands of a few donors and goes towards 
a small subset of Humanitarian and/or Refugee 
Response Plans. UN agencies (including UNICEF) and 
international NGOs are crucial in implementing ECD 
services: together, they channelled 70% of ECDiE 
funding on the ground. 
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Currently, the cross-sectoral nature of ECD is 
reflected in the structure of the funding and 
highlights the difficulty for ECD to find a ‘natural’ 
place withing the current, siloed cluster system. 
Efforts should focus on ensuring adequate tracking 
and coordination, to ensure the multi-dimensional 
needs of young children are met. In terms of 
increasing funding, a promising way forward may be 
to work with existing ECDiE donors to further increase 
their investments in underfunded elements of ECDiE, 
and build champions that will, in turn, bring other 
donors on board.  

Finally, defining an overall funding need for 
ECDiE—based on a shared vision of the minimum 
adequate response and a solid assessment of their 

costs—would be a powerful data point for donors, 
advocates and other stakeholders. Moving Minds 
Alliance and partners are working to further 
increase insight into financing needs in order to 
support the youngest crisis-affected children in 
their development, and welcome other partners and 
advocates to join in this effort. 

Efforts should focus on ensuring 
adequate tracking and coordination, 
to ensure the multi-dimensional 
needs of young children are met.

Key insights:

Development funding
Development aid is an important source of financing for ECDiE. Development aid 

represented 85% of all international assistance in 2017. A growing share goes to countries 
covered by Humanitarian Response Plans or Refugee Response Plans: 44% of all ODA for early 
childhood development—US$ 2.5 billion in 2017—went to countries affected by crisis.)See Figure 1

While the absolute amount of funding has increased, the share of development aid 
for ECDiE is consistently low. Even if the total amount of ECD funding in crisis-affected 

countries is rising (up from US$ 1.3 billion in 2013), it represents only 3.3% of total development 
aid going to crisis-affected countries in 2017 (up marginally from 2.7% in 2013). See Figure 5

Trends suggest a growing role for multilateral organisations as funders of ECDiE. 
While traditional bilateral donors are responsible for 49% of development funding for ECDiE, the 
share of funding from multilaterals has risen from 39% in 2013 to 51% in 2017. The World Bank 
leads the way, contributing 11% of all development funding for ECDiE in 2017—a significant 
increase from just 4% in 2013. See Figure 7
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Integrating missing ECDiE elements into already funded health and nutrition 
programs is an effective way to increase access for young children and caregivers in 
the near term. In crisis-affected countries, 95% of development aid consistently goes to health 
and nutrition interventions. Although these interventions already serve the target audience 
for ECDiE, they often neglect critical services, such as caregiver coaching and mental health 
support. Integrating elements of ECDiE into these well-established sectors could be an expedient 
approach to increasing coverage, while also addressing unmet needs. See Figure 6

Education and WASH services for children under 5 years old are severely 
un derfunded; for child protection and responsive caregiving interventions, 
in formation on funding is unavailable. Only 2% of ECD funding for crisis-affected countries 
goes to WASH, and only 1% to pre-primary education. Responsive caregiving and child 
protection—two critical elements of nurturing care and ECDiE—are not traceable in existing 
datasets. More precise tag ging of funding for children under 5 years old would help improve 
tracking of resources going to these areas. See Figure 6

At just 2%, the share of humanitarian aid supporting ECDiE is minimal. Humanitarian 
aid explicitly targeting ECD stood at US$ 463 million in 2018, only 2% of the total. This excludes 
two private foundation grants of US$ 100 million each awarded to ECDiE projects in 2018 
(to be disbursed over five years), suggesting that philanthropy has played a growing role in 
humanitarian financing for ECDiE in recent years. See Figure 8

Together, three bilateral donors and the EU provided 75% of all ECDiE funding 
in 2018. Germany (US$ 143 million), the United States (US$ 73 million), the United Kingdom 
(US$ 22 million) and the European Union (US$ 109 million) are also the largest donors to the 
humanitarian sector overall. UNICEF, the UN agency focused on children, contributed US$ 25 
million (5%) to ECDiE. See Figures 11 & 12

Within the humanitarian cluster system, most humanitarian funds for ECDiE go to 
food security and nutrition. Education, WASH and child protection all manage less 
than 5%. Food security and nutrition manage US$ 55 million each, or a combined 53% of total 
cluster funds for ECDiE. Four other clusters with direct relevance to ECDiE manage 27%: health 
(17%), education (5%), child protection (3%) and WASH (2%). See Figure 9

Coordination of funds across clusters to meet the needs of children under 5 years 
old is limited. Less than one-fifth of ECDiE funds (19%) is reported as ‘multi-sector’ funding 
(i.e., in cluding at least one ECD-related sector, such as health, nutrition or education). See Figure 9

Humanitarian funding
Key insights:
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Annex 1
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Nurturing Care: what can we measure?” (Arregoces et al, 2019).
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Annex 2

OECD CRS sectors’ share imputed to children under five
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Annex 3

List of countries covered by humanitarian appeals each year (1/2)
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Annex 3

List of countries covered by humanitarian appeals each year (2/2)
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Legend: N: Natural disaster   C: Conflict   D: Displacement   E: Epidemics
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