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Children’s Disarmament in 4 Steps: 
A Practical Guide

Introduction

In Brazil and around the world, organizations are trying to sensitize and raise awa-
reness amongst children and adults to different, just causes. We could cite countless 
examples of interesting early childhood education projects aimed at the importance of 
using a seatbelt or recycling.

Inspired by these sorts of socially-conscious projects, Instituto Sou da Paz (ISDP) 
carried out a Week of Children’s Disarmament from April 11th through 15th, 2011. The 
objective of this project was to inform children, youth and adults about the dangers of 
firearms.The goal was not to disarm youth as you would see in a context of protracted 
conflict with child soldiers, but instead to inspire parents and guardians to surrender 
their firearms. Our hope was these youth would act as role models for their parents, en-
couraging them to disarm while decreasing the demand for and use of violent toys. 

During the week, students of all ages, but mostly 10 years old and younger, from 
public and private schools in the M’Boi Mirim region of São Paulo, surrendered more 
than six thousand items; from toy guns, to violent movies and video games. The project 
was part of a city wide arms control plan, which is a joint partnership between ISDP, 
M’Boi Mirim’s administrative office, the Military Police, the Municipal Civilian Guard and 
other organizations. For more details about this project, please visit: www.soudapaz.
org/desarmasp.

ISDP believes that initiatives like this contribute to a culture of peace and a reduc-
tion in armed violence. Armed violence is a serious problem which is exacerbated by the 
high number of firearms in circulation; an estimated 16 million firearms are in circula-
tion in Brazil, 14 million of which are in private hands. Additionally, projects such as this 
can contribute to the National Voluntary Disarmament Campaign, an ongoing gun buy-
back program sponsored by the Ministry of Justice.

With this guide, we aim to orient and inspire policy makers, school principals, NGOs, 
community associations and other groups to organize similar projects. To raise awa-
reness among adults, it is important to remember that any initiative must reflect their 
reality. For that reason, we made sure that the children’s disarmament week reflected 
the national disarmament campaign; for example, violent toys and entertainment were 
exchanged for non violent toys to emulate the monetary incentive adults receive for tur-
ning over their firearms. While planning and implementing this type of project in your 
community, remember to take into consideration the local culture and context.

This guide also gives suggestions for how to promote your project and share infor-
mation about the importance of disarmament.

Enjoy!
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 Steps to Construct a Children’s
 Disarmament Project

There is no one “recipe” for carrying out a youth disarmament project, 
but some pieces of advice can help with its success. Remember: the 
planning of the project is just as important as its implementation! The 
first step to organizing a youth disarmament campaign is to answer 
some basic questions:

What is the project’s objective?

How long will the project last? (1 day? 1 week? 1 month?)

Who is the target audience? (Students? Health Clinic visitors? Participants in another project?)

Where and with what coverage-area will the project take place? (A neighborhood? A dis-
trict? A city?)

Who are your potential partners and what will their functions be?

Will you exchange the violent toys for something else? 

What will happen to the items collected during the project?

Each of the above questions can be broken down further. For example, the objective of the project 
can be fleshed out into specific, distinct and diverse sub-objectives:

Collect Toy Guns

Decrease children’s fascination for weapons

Decrease adult’s value of weapons

Stimulate a debate about disarmament

Gain visibility for the cause

Strengthen partnerships

Stimulate the desire to voluntarily surrender firearms

When answering these questions, take into consideration what activities are currently 
taking place or have already taken place in the target areas and the available financial and 
human resources.

The more actors involved, the greater the project’s impact will be!

Step 1: 
Planning the 

Action

>
>
>
>

>

>
>

In every location, 
these definitions can 
vary. The important 
thing is that each 
action reflects its 

local context.
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 Steps to Construct a Children’s
 Disarmament Project

Present the proposed project to potential partners and talk with the local institutions to see if 
the project will be well received.  Ask yourself, who are the possible partners? Think about institu-
tions and groups with the following characteristics:

Involved in the area where the project will take place

Work directly with the target audience (schools, health professionals, NGOs who work with 
children. . .)

Have the capability and capacity to mobilize people (schools, religious institutions, city hall, 
health professionals. . .)

Have an interest in the subject of disarmament (police, health professionals, NGOs, reli-
gious institutions. . .)

Once your partners have been defined, it is important to clarify the goal of the activities and 
get all the partners on the same page. To facilitate the exchange of information, we suggest crea-
ting an organizing committee composed of individuals who represent the partnering entities and 
that has autonomy for making decisions. It is essential to define the role of each partner participa-
ting in the group.

The duration of the project should depend on the resources available, the geographic coverage 
of the project and the number of children and locations involved. The project can last as long as you 
want, from one day to a week or even a month. If the project is longer than a day, the committee 
may decide to hold a closing event (we’ll go over this point later).

Below is a quick overview of some of the items that need to be defined while designing the project

Dissemination 
Strategy

Where and how will you share information about the project?

Will you have marketing materials printed? Materials on-line?

Disarmament

Will you exchange the violent toys for something else? If so, what? (Ex: puzzles, plants)

Where and on what days can youth surrender violent toys?

How will the surrendered toys be stored?

Will there be a closing ceremony?

What will happen to the surrendered toys? (Ex: recycle, destruction, art project)

Closing Ceremony

Who will be the guests and authorities present at the event?

Will there be entertainment for the youth? (popcorn, trampoline, ball-pit)

Are there infrastructural needs for the event? (Bathrooms, FirstAid, Sound and 
Lighting, photographers?)

Who should be involved in planning the closing ceremony? The local Government? The 
Police? The School Board? Neighborhood Councils?

>
>

>

>
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 Steps to Construct a Children’s
 Disarmament Project

A good marketing strategy for the project is necessary and involves three 
important parts:

A) Communication that makes children want to participate in the project

B) Adult oriented communication

C) General communication about disarmament

Step 2: 
 Spreading 

the News

A - MOBILIZING YOUTH TO VOLUNTARILY SURRENDER VIOLENT TOYS

To interest children in this initiative, we suggest the following actions

Map out the locations where the target group tends to hang out (school, health clinics, parks)

Design colorful flyers and cards with minimal text and a visual message for the children

Distribute the flyers/cards in strategic locations that are frequently visited by youth

Ask adults (teachers, nurses, police that work in or near the schools) to distribute flyers/
cards (it is important that the adults don’t just hand the flyers to the chil-
dren, but instead engage them in conversations about the project. We 
suggest, therefore, training the adults so that they are prepared to 
answer questions)

Make announcements in schools or other locations where the project 
will take place (for example, Police teaching drug abuse prevention or 
other public service classes can share information about the project)

>

>
>

>

>

>

DON’T FORGET: INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING 
INFORMATION ON THE FLYERS:

Location, date and time when violent toys can be surrendered•	

Information about what the youth will get in return (if anything)•	

Name and/or logo of the organizations involved in the project•	
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Make stickers and buttons with the phrase “I agree: Guns aren’t 
Toys” which can be distributed to youth and adults.
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B - DISSEMINATING INFORMATION ABOUT VOLUNTARY DISARMAMENT FOR ADULTS

It is important to remember that kids’ disarmament can be thought-provoking for adults and 
can mobilize them to voluntarily surrender their firearms in areas where gun buy-back campaigns 
are taking place. In light of this, we suggest some strategies:

Prepare printed materials that shares information about voluntarily surrendering violent 
toys and real firearms, such as: why, where and how to surrender both.

Prepare printed materials that discuss the importance of disarmament and the dangers of 
having a gun in the home.

>

>

 Steps to Construct a Children’s
 Disarmament Project
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This material must be attractive to youth while 
also containing an adult message. To increase the 
likelihood that the material, which was distributed 
to children, makes its way to adults, our flyer inclu-
ded an outline which could be cut, folded and glued 
into a box. To make the box, a child needs access to 
scissors and glue, which most likely means the as-
sistance of an adult. They were therefore motivated 
to take the flyer home to use scissors and glue and 
ask for the assistance of a parent or guardian. 

It is very important to try to assure that youth 
take the information to an adult. On the left, you can 
see our flyer with papertoy.

If you have resources available, develop ma-
terials that contain information about why 
owning a gun is dangerous and/or the vo-
luntary surrendering of firearms, which can 
be given to adults when children surrender 
their violent toys, or that the youth can take 
home after having surrendered their toys.

Include this information in press-releases 
or announcements about the youth disar-
mament project, and always include infor-
mation about the dangers of firearms and 
voluntary disarmament during interviews 
related to the project.

Want to see this material in a larger size? 
Visit: www.soudapaz/desarmasp

>
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C - GETTING YOUR MESSAGE OUT THROUGH THE PRESS AND THE INTERNET

It is important to have a strategy that communicates the existence of the project, shares the 
final results, mobilizes the maximum number of people possible, earns new partners and inspires 
similar projects. This strategy must be thought out in advance and implemented before, during and 
after the project. Is it important to define who will be the person (or people) in charge of communi-
cation and, above all, who will be the media point person for press releases, updates and interviews. 
Additionally, remember to choose who will be the spokesperson for the project, in other words, who 
gives interviews for the project when the media comes calling?

Before the Project
Journalists and websites (blogs, social networks, and other relevant sites) must have infor-
mation about the project before it starts. That way, the managers of the sites and channels 
can be ready to cover the event.
The first step is to prepare a press release, a short, to-the-point text that explains the 
context, objective, activities and location of the project as well as important contact infor-
mation (such as telephone numbers of people who can give more specific information and 
will be the spokesperson for the project). After this is created, identify the most appropriate 
ways to share it. Some suggestions are: neighborhood newspapers, community blogs, par-
tner websites, city newspapers, news websites, and radio and TV channels.

During the Project
While the disarmament project is taking place, it is important that the involved partners 
be updated and available for interviews about the initiative. It is common for journalists to 
want to know specific information such as how many violent toys are collected every day 
or what location has the highest turnout; therefore it is very important to track information 
and be ready to share it. You could, for example, charge one person with the responsibility 
to collect testimonies of children and adults daily. 
It is also worthwhile to document the project: take pictures of the youth handing over their 
toys, of the posts and the workers. This documentation can then be made available for use 
by partners and the media.

It is very important that someone help journalists who are writing material about the action so 
as to guarantee that the coverage is accurate. You must be careful not to expose, stigmatize, 
ridicule or traumatize the children who are participating. Ideally, the materials produced by jour-
nalists should have a positive message that shows how engaged the youth are and their desire 
to live in a society without guns.
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Step 3: 
 Collecting 

Toy Guns

Ideally, kids who turn over their toy gun(s) or other violent toys will receive 
something in exchange. For the project to have the biggest visual impact, 
the space where the surrender and exchange takes place should be deco-
rated to reflect the action, with posters, drawings and banners related to 
the project. If you can, decorate the boxes that will store the toys as well; a 
cardboard box, for example, could have the logo of the campaign on it..

CAUTION:
The value (symbolic or material) of the 
toy they earn shouldn’t be much more 
than that of the toy gun, so as to avoid 
an inverse effect where children think 
toys guns are more valuable because 
they received a really nice toy in return.
Children who do not have toy weapons 
should be allowed to exchange drawin-
gs of weapons or writings about di-
sarmament in exchange for a toy. It is 
important that no child feels left out or 
frustrated.

>

>

 A tool that can help keep track of the number of toys turned in and information about the 
children who are turning them over is a simple intake form (example below).

Date:
Name of the Institution:
Address:

Number of Toys Age Sex (  ) F (  )M

CLOSING EVENT:

Even if the project only lasts one day, it’s nice to have a closing ceremony. This is a time to 
praise the children who have participated in the campaign and publically thank all those involved in 
the project. The event should be fun, with different options for entertainment, cultural presentations 
and work displays related to the topic. If possible, invite the authorities who represent the different 
institutions involved in the project’s planning and share information about the event with the media. 
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WHAT TO DO WITH THE VIOLENT TOYS YOU COLLECT:

Our children’s disarmament project aimed to mirror Brazil’s national disarmament campaign. 
Just like the adult disarmament campaign, we needed to assure the kids that the “gun” would never 
be used or played with again. But destroying toy guns in front of the children (either by crushing, in-
cinerating or running them over with a tractor as is done with real firearms) seems very aggressive. 
A better option is a symbolic transformation of the toys where they are not destroyed, but instead 
are given a new meaning.

Here are some suggestions for what to do with the toys:

Use them as part of an art project with your partners and students1. 

An artist can use them in their work2. 

Send the products to be recycled. In this case, government or civil society working on envi-3. 
ronmental issues would make a great partner!

Step 4: 
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After the 
project: recording, 

analyzing and 
sharing the 

results
During the planning and im-

plementation of the children’s disarmament project, it is important 
to keep track of the different activities through, for example, photo-
graphy and note taking. This will help with the evaluation of the pro-
cess and with the project itself. The number of toys turned in is an 
important figure for the group to determine how successful the pro-
ject was. As part of the evaluation, you can setup a meeting with the 
organizing committee and other actors to reflect on what went well, 
and what could have been done better regarding the mobilization of 
partners, marketing strategy, participation of the children, awareness 
level of adults, media relations and other important factors. This step 
is important for learning from your mistakes and guaranteeing suc-
cessful projects in the future.

AFTER THE PROJECT

When the project ends, it is important to share final information about what happened, such as the 
total number of violent toys collected and the number of participants. This is also an excellent opportu-
nity to thank your partners and participants for their involvement. For the children who were involved, 
it’s nice to create a display board with photos of the event, for example. You can publish this information 
on partner websites and with the press.

Through this guide, we are sharing our experiences and lessons learned. 
We hope that the information presented here is helpful for you. If your institution 

hosts a similar project, tell us about your experience! 
E-mail us at: atendimento@soudapaz.org

 Steps to Construct a Children’s
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