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Foreword

As international president of World Vision, an organisation that focuses on the poor and

vulnerable, I have spoken with many suffering children.

I have talked with children taken from their homes and forced to bear arms. I have com-

forted children who have lost their parents, their siblings and other loved ones to AIDS. I

have had children tell me of the great joy they experienced escaping from forced labour or

molestation or prostitution.

This World Vision report documents the appalling scale of violence against and abuse and

exploitation of children.The report contains original research compiled from area devel-

opment programmes and projects in some of the 90 countries in which World Vision

works. Sadly, much of this documented violence occurs in the home.All too often, children

are the first to be abused and exploited, often by the very parents whom we would expect

to keep them safe.

The report compels us to take action. It offers specific recommendations on influencing

our respective governments so that public awareness is heightened, community resources

are mobilised and children are protected. It also urges communities to invite children to

be full participants in establishing measures that offer prevention, foster development and

guarantee human rights, especially children’s rights.

I encourage you to study this report. I invite you to join World Vision’s global campaign to

“Imagine a World Where Children Are Safe.” I urge you to support the Global Movement

for Children, an international effort by UNICEF,World Vision and other international

organisations seeking to protect children and prevent violence against them.

Finally, I implore you to take action to help create a world where children are safe. God

loves the children of this world; let’s be instruments of that love.

Dean R. Hirsch

President,World Vision International



Two years ago, when travelling to Northern Uganda

to research the abduction of children by the Lord’s

Resistance Army (LRA), I met with a number of young

girls aged between 7 and 17.The girls were at World

Vision Uganda’s rehabilitation centre in Gulu.All had

been victims of abduction by the LRA and had either escaped or been rescued.

One by one the girls shared with me their stories of violence and terror. Every

girl had been raped – including the youngest,who was just seven – many of them

by gangs.The violence and abuse were horrifying.

Around the world, children are being beaten, abused, raped, exploited,

tortured, mutilated and emotionally traumatised. Some 1 million children are

estimated to work in the Asian sex trade;1 some 300,000 are child soldiers;2

another 2 million girls between 4 and 12 undergo genital mutilation every

year;3 in at least 11 countries there is clear evidence that children are being
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

tortured by the state authorities; in too many coun-
tries the death penalty for  those under 18 remains a
legitimised state practice.4 The ongoing violence
against children is a social pattern found in every
country; it is both systematic and widespread, consti-
tuting a direct violation of their fundamental rights. 

These devastating statistics are somehow made
worse by the knowledge that most children face their
greatest threats of violence in their own homes and
from the adults closest to them.5 Research also indi-
cates that those children who witness violence in the
home, even when they are not the direct targets, may
display similar reactions to those children who have
been directly violated themselves. Indeed, rather than
being the manifestation of caring, families can reflect
the wider social realities where the stronger dominate
the weaker.

World Vision’s global experience and study of
the problem of violence against children give us a
remarkable opportunity to identify common themes
that cut across different forms of abuse and violence.
World Vision has used four case studies and research
projects to review common problem areas that lead
to situations in which violence and abuse can remain
hidden and ignored. Summarised in individual chap-
ters in this report, the four key studies point to seven
recommended areas for action. If national govern-
ments and the international community are willing
to act in each of these seven areas, then it will be pos-
sible to show progress towards a world that is safe for
children.

Definitions of Violence and the
Scope of the Report

A conclusive definition of violence seems almost as
elusive as gathering the solid statistics and data
required to analyse this phenomenon in any depth.

Some forms of violence against children seem obvious
and are easy to identify; others are hidden; still other
forms may be less direct and are not often identified
as violence. 

Categories of violence can range from political,
structural and economic to physical, psychological
and emotional. Violence against children takes place
on the streets, in institutions, in homes and in the
workplace. Different types of violence are performed
by different violators, including the state, parents,
even children themselves. 

World Vision’s work as a relief, development and
advocacy organisation has brought it into contact
with violence against children in many different
forms. Although this report addresses only some types
of violence against children, the analysis is not under-
taken in isolation. This report draws on World
Vision’s experience from 2,000 projects assisting chil-
dren and their families around the world, including in
Asia, Africa, Eastern Europe and Latin America. It
also reflects a wider breadth of concern that inevitably
cannot be captured in a single document. In writing
about the sexual exploitation of children, for example,
World Vision is also conscious that many other
exploitative labour practices (including domestic ser-
vice) routinely involve the use of beatings as punish-
ments. 

World Vision acknowledges that, in seeking to
tackle some types of violence against children, we
must assess the external environment in which these
children find themselves. This requires an awareness of
social and economic conditions and a recognition of
the crucial role of governments in establishing a frame-
work of protection for children.6 This report address-
es a range of violence against children – violence that
takes place at a very personal level within the home
and also violence that is more systematically part of
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4 Ibid.
5 Statistics on domestic violence against children are difficult to determine precisely given the often hidden nature of the abuse.

However, available research across a number of countries clearly indicates that, outside an active war zone, children are most
at risk of violence in their own homes. UNICEF,“Children and Violence,” Innocenti Digest 2 (2000): 1.

6 Examples of this work can be found in Melanie Gow, Kathy Vandergrift and Randini Wanduragala, The Right to Peace: Children
and Armed Conflict, Working Paper No. 2,World Vision International, March 2000.
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pervading cultural mores or the result of simple greed.
In every instance, the violence cannot be fully
addressed without the constructive involvement of
efficient and properly supported state structures that
are dedicated to the realisation of children’s rights. 

Breadth of Review

The analysis of violence against children offered in
this report is drawn from extensive community-level
research carried out around the world. This work
forms the background to a four-volume set of studies
published by World Vision (see appendix on page 53
for availability), the subjects of which are: the abuse
and neglect of children within their families and com-
munities in five developing countries, the sexual
exploitation of children in Cambodia as an expression
of violence, the extent and impact of family and com-
munity violence in Latin America and the often
extreme violence to which girls are exposed.

The research involved has often been ground-
breaking and innovative. For example, before under-
taking its five-country study of child abuse, World
Vision worked with the University of Chicago and
the International Society for the Prevention of Child
Abuse and Neglect to develop an original research
methodology suitable for a range of developing con-
texts. In addition, the picture presented of the dispro-
portionate burden of violence carried by girls is the
product of qualitative data collected in 34 visits to 15
countries and survey data collected from 234 com-
munities from 51 countries. The scale of effort
involved has produced a unique picture of a global
problem but has also pointed to the critical steps that
must be taken if children are to be offered a safer envi-
ronment within which to grow. 

The first step towards taking constructive action
against the global problem of violence against chil-
dren is to recognise the complexity of the issue. Child
abuse can mean different things in different countries
and contexts, and neglect can be either deliberate or
non-deliberate. Although the emotional impact can
not be ignored, the forms of violence analysed in this

report are predominately physical. They include sexu-
al violence and abuse, deliberate neglect, beatings and
mutilation.

The World Health Organization (WHO) has
attempted to broker some agreement on a common
definition of physical violence against children, devel-
oping a protocol that it hopes will be utilised by
health practitioners. Such a protocol should help in
formulating national legislation around abuse as well
as in collecting statistics and other disaggregated data.

In a recent Innocenti Digest report on children
and violence, UNICEF defined violence as “deliber-
ate behaviour by people against people liable to cause
physical or psychological harm.”7 For the purposes of
this report, the UNICEF definition of violence pro-
vides a helpful guide, but World Vision’s report also
includes instances where non-deliberate behaviour
has also resulted in violence against children.

But the purpose of this report is not merely to
define violence or analyse its prevalence. In bringing
the research on and stories of these children to you,
World Vision hopes to motivate individuals, parents,
communities, religious groups, children and, most
specifically, national governments and the interna-
tional community. It is hoped that with this knowl-
edge people will act to end violence, provide signifi-
cant assistance to child survivors of violence and focus
on constructive prevention strategies. 

In this report, World Vision enumerates concrete
actions for change. Each chapter contains recommen-
dations – some are issue specific; others are broad.
The combined insights that these individual studies
have brought to the current report have resulted in
seven interrelated recommendations for action.
World Vision believes that, together, these seven steps
will help to provide at least a minimum standard of
protection for all the world’s children.

An essential building block in this process of pro-
tecting children is the creation of a proper legal frame-
work on child abuse in all countries; thus, this is the
starting point for World Vision’s recommendations.
Legislation must be implemented, and for most devel-
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oping countries this will require better training and
more resources. Awareness must also be raised so that,
when children do report abuse, people listen and act.
If adopted by governments in developing countries,
and donor states from the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), World
Vision’s recommendations would help to create a pro-
tective context within a rights-based framework. 

World Vision’s recommendations are discussed in
detail towards the end of this introduction, but it is
important to recognise at the start of this report that,
for many governments and other institutions, an
important step has already been taken through accep-
tance of the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child. Article 19 of the convention states that “States
Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, adminis-
trative, social and educational measures to protect the
child from all forms of physical or mental violence,
injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, mal-
treatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse.”
Governments and development donors such as the
World Bank now need to move into a phase of imple-
mentation, making Article 19 a reality across the
developed and developing world. 

Recognising the Issue of Context

In calling on governments and development institu-
tions to act against child abuse and all violence against
children, World Vision recognises that dealing with
the immediate problem of establishing at least a basic
minimum standard of protection is not enough. The
sustainability of action against child abuse rests on
working to complement immediate and targeted steps
with initiatives to eradicate the causes of violence,
including poverty itself. 

Structural violence – bred by the unfair distribu-
tion of wealth, the political violence of autocratic
regimes, and the economic and social violence that
denies people access to education and health – is
abuse played out daily in many of the communities
with which World Vision works. To categorise such
exploitation as expressions of violence is valid. The

consequences of these violations are explicit, and can,
at their most extreme, lead to death.

The additional complexity of these forms of vio-
lence, however, is that they can compound and
inflame displays of physical, emotional and psycho-
logical violence. Poverty can be both an expression of
violence and a trigger for violence. Extrafamilial
forms of violence such as armed conflict and eco-
nomic deprivation can place high levels of stress on
families and have an impact on intrafamilial violence.

Working to combat a range of expressions of vio-
lence against children has clearly shown World Vision
that all human rights are interdependent and all social
problems are interconnected – no single issue can be
addressed in isolation. The international community
should therefore see the very tangible and real prob-
lems of violence against children as a key benchmark
of progress in dealing with development challenges. 

Such a decision would also help to demonstrate
the potential that can be achieved through unified
and co-operative action for children. Proving that we
can guarantee the rights of every child is instrumental
to the success of the Global Movement for Children,
launched in 2001 by UNICEF and a range of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), including
World Vision. The Global Movement calls on the
international community to take seriously their many
promises on issues such as education, child mortality
and the provision of clean water.8 It is the hope of all
those involved that a new momentum will be gener-
ated to encourage action. Achieving real change for
children will require clear aims and specific areas of
focus for the global community. 

There are few issues for which the need for urgent
action is as compelling as the creation of a basic level
of security for every child. Governments already have
a standard to aim for in the form of the Convention
on the Rights of the Child, which outlines what each
child should be able to expect. World Vision believes
that governments must give priority to meeting their
obligations under the convention with regard to the
protection of their young citizens. 

Building a Safer World for Children
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Meeting Existing Commitments:
The Convention on the Rights of 
the Child

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) is
the most widely ratified of all UN agreements,
although sadly (due to its weak monitoring mecha-
nisms) it is also one of the least implemented.
Formally adopted by the United Nations General
Assembly in 1989, the CRC became the first interna-
tional human rights instrument to address the protec-
tion of children from violence.9 It places particular
emphasis on the dignity of children, their right to
protection, their need for special care and their right
to physical integrity. 

Although it is no longer the only international
human rights mechanism that deals with violence
against children, the CRC remains the most holistic
in its approach. This aspect makes the CRC an
extremely powerful framework under which to
develop policies and programmes for the protection
of children, the prevention of violence and the rein-
tegration of children who are victims of violence.

In addition to Article 19, quoted above, the CRC
contains a number of other provisions relevant to vio-
lence. Article 2 states that all the rights contained in
the convention – including the right of protection
from violence – shall be respected without discrimi-
nation. This is a very significant protection article.
World Vision’s research cements earlier studies that
have shown that marginalised children, such as chil-
dren with disabilities, refugee children, girls, children
from minorities and street children, have been sub-
jected to violence simply because of their vulnerable
status.

States have a responsibility to protect children
from sexual exploitation, trafficking, economic
exploitation, torture, armed conflict, harmful tradi-
tional practices and domestic abuse, and to promote

children’s right to political, civil, economic, social and
cultural security. Article 39 of the CRC clearly artic-
ulates states’ obligations to ensure that child survivors
of violence receive appropriate treatment for their
recovery and social reintegration, in “an environment
which fosters the health, self-respect and dignity of
the child.” 

The CRC is clearly much more than a set of lofty
principles; it is a practical guide to standards for the
rights of children. The problem, not surprisingly, lies
in the non-enforcement of the convention. Although
signatories have official obligations under the CRC,
these are often openly ignored and even actively vio-
lated. This problem is compounded because the CRC
has the weakest enforcement mechanisms of all the
human rights instruments and weaker mechanisms
than any international economic agreements.10 Add
to this the excessive derogations reserved by some sig-
natories during ratification of the CRC, and the prac-
tical limitations are evident.

It is important to recognise that, while states have
obligations to children, all of us partake in these
responsibilities. Thus, an aspect of states’ obligations
is to enable people to realise their responsibilities.
Parents and communities can be hindered from pro-
tecting children against violence when the state does
not provide a supportive environment. Economic
security, a peaceful and healthy society and access to
quality education provide a fundamental basis for
preventing violence and protecting children. For
developing countries in particular, attempts to create
such an environment can be undermined by
entrenched poverty. The CRC recognises these limita-
tions and promotes international co-operation and
financial support.

Given the many frustrations with the CRC, non-
governmental organisations, including World Vision,
have pushed for tighter enforcement procedures.
Under the current arrangement, states report to a ten-
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member expert committee every five years. This has
had some impact on compliance, but the committee
is greatly underfunded, and its recommendations to
states are not enforceable. 

Measures to strengthen the implementation and
enforcement of the CRC at the local, national and
international levels are urgently needed. As a starting
point, states should undertake greater training on the
CRC, most especially among those responsible for the
care of children – parents, teachers, welfare officers
and law-enforcement agents. The CRC should be
incorporated into the domestic law of its signatories,
and children should be actively engaged in monitor-
ing compliance with the CRC through their own net-
works. At the international level, we must build on
the CRC monitoring system that is already in place,
including the elaboration of elements for a petition
procedure under the CRC by the Commission on
Human Rights.

In addition, the CRC should not be isolated
from the wider human rights system. Other UN
mechanisms, particularly those with stronger
enforcement potential, should be used in conjunc-
tion with the CRC in order to better protect children
from violence. Examples of such mechanisms include
special rapporteurs and independent experts as well
as UN human rights instruments such as the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women; the Convention
against Torture or Other Cruel, Inhuman or
Degrading Treatment or Punishment; and the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
and its First Optional Protocol. 

For organisations such as World Vision, the
importance of the CRC is multifaceted. It is an advo-
cacy tool, a measuring stick and a policy and pro-
gramme framework. Each of the World Vision stud-
ies summarised here has stressed the significance of
the CRC as a tool for the protection of children, the
prevention of violence and the recovery of children
who have been subject to violence. In addition, each
of the seven core recommendations of this report fits
within this framework and is an obvious concrete
application of the convention. 

World Vision will continue to lobby for stronger
compliance with the CRC and better enforcement
mechanisms for this important treaty. If fulfilled, the
CRC promises so much for the security of children.

Illustrating the Problem: Four
Studies on Violence against Children

Identifying the problems that create contexts in
which abuse and violence can happen is a critically
important step in finding solutions to this global
problem. World Vision has used four case studies and
research projects to review those common problem
areas that lead to situations in which violence and
abuse can remain hidden and ignored. Those studies
are summarised in the four chapters that follow, but it
is useful to draw out some striking elements of the
picture that emerges.

Chapter One: Child Abuse and Neglect
“Child abuse is not limited to any one country, eco-
nomic system or culture,” so notes Karl Dorning in
his chapter on child abuse and neglect across five
countries. In Ghana, Kenya, Thailand, Brazil and
Romania, World Vision undertook extensive commu-
nity- and household-level studies to analyse commu-
nity perceptions on child abuse and neglect and to
identify key strategies for positive change.

In partnership with the International Society for
the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect and the
Chapin Hall Center for Children at the University of
Chicago, World Vision designed a five-country
research programme, interviewing children, parents
and other caregivers, and community leaders. The
study also took the time to analyse legal and policy
frameworks in the countries to determine the impact
of these in preventing child abuse and in assisting
those children who are survivors of abuse.

Ranges of methodologies were used to collect the
information, from focus-group discussions to drama,
art, questionnaires and household surveys. Despite
some cultural differences, many of the results were
disturbingly similar. Overwhelmingly, more than half
of the caregivers interviewed felt that child abuse was

Building a Safer World for Children
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a big problem in their community, while community
leaders indicated that physical abuse and, to a lesser
extent, sexual abuse of children were commonplace.
Interestingly, children expressed firm ideas about
abuse and the way in which it affected them and their
communities. 

As with the other three studies, the child abuse
and neglect project, co-ordinated internationally by
Dorning, showed distinct weaknesses and inadequa-
cies in the legal structures available to deal with child
abuse and neglect, most especially at the local level. 

Two points are strikingly evident from the study:
the family is seen as a key resource in fighting against
abuse, and within the family unit there is both hope
and resilience. Clearly, any response to issues of abuse
and neglect must affirm the strength of the family and
its commitment to provide for children. 

Chapter Two: Sexual Exploitation and Violence
in Cambodia
The sexual exploitation of children can be defined as
the act of exploiting boys and girls under the age of
18 for the purposes of sex in exchange for money or
in-kind gifts. When such exploitation takes place in
an organised or commercial manner, the abuse also
involves financial or in-kind profit for the exploiter. 

It is impossible to say precisely how many children
around the world are the victims of this criminal activ-
ity. Yet estimates place the number well into the millions 

In Cambodia, it is estimated that 30% of com-
mercial sex workers are exploited children. At least
half of these children are said to be forced into this
work, either by being tricked with promises of high-
paying jobs or by being sold into the trade.11

World Vision has worked with exploited children
in Cambodia for many years. Working with street
children, child labourers and children affected by
armed conflict, the organisation has witnessed first-
hand the abuse of children. World Vision has also

worked to undermine the commercial sexual exploita-
tion of children and to address the public and private
forms of sexual violence against children 

In 2000, World Vision, in consultation with the
Cambodian Ministry for Tourism and Cambodia
National Council for Children, undertook a study on
sexual violence and the exploitation of children with-
in the tourism industry. The results are devastating.
The data show a picture of official complicity, active
promotion of the problem by the industry, and sys-
tematic and accepted sexual violence against boys and
girls. In his chapter, Laurence Gray discusses the
prevalence of the violence and its impact on the chil-
dren; he examines the players involved and the impact
on the wider community. Gray also presents options
for change, involving the Cambodian government,
law enforcement officers, the tourism industry and
the children themselves.

Gray highlights the need for adequate and
enforced legislation, for international co-operation and
for thoughtful prevention strategies that engage chil-
dren and their communities and are focused on long-
term goals such as poverty eradication and alternative
economic solutions for the children and their parents.  

Chapter Three: Because They Are Girls
In the late 1980s, in the release of a ground-breaking
report, economist Amartya Sen (winner of the Nobel
Prize for Economics, 1998) first articulated the con-
cept of the “missing women.” Through a comparative
analysis of census data, Sen surmised in this study
that some 100 million women, who, according to
natural sex ratios, should have been alive, were “miss-
ing.”12 Sen’s work in general focused on the neglect of
women and their resulting deaths. 

Others have taken Sen’s research further, studying
the correlation between the missing women syn-
drome and violence against and abuse of women.
Although there is continuing debate on this issue,
links have been established.13 It is clear that girls, by
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virtue of their gender, are singled out for abuse, vio-
lence and exploitation. Widespread discrimination
against girls is evident in the home, school, workplace
and elsewhere.

In 2000, World Vision conducted a year-long
review of its programme and advocacy services for
girls around the world. World Vision staff and exter-
nal consultants made 34 field visits to talk to girls and
their communities, and to World Vision staff, gov-
ernment officials and other NGOs, about the issues
most affecting girls’ lives. In addition to the site visits,
the team gathered 234 survey responses in 51 coun-
tries. They analysed the results of the research and,
where required, recommended developing appropri-
ate and additional responses. 

The study identified 12 key issues affecting girls.
Although only 2 of these clearly articulated an overall
theme of violence – violence in the family and com-
munity, and the sexual exploitation and trafficking of
girls – violence and the threat of violence was articu-
lated as a concern for the girls across all 12 issues. 

The study highlights extreme discrimination
against girls, creating the environment for violence
against them. In addition, societal responses were
found to be vastly inadequate: flawed laws enable
rapists to be acquitted if they marry their victims,
and girls are accused on inviting violence against
themselves.

In her chapter, Linda Hawkins, a major contrib-
utor to the report, challenges the cultural assumptions
that devalue girls, the community responses that
make discussion of incest near impossible and the
inequitable access of girls to education and health.
Hawkins does, however, note some signs of positive
change. The report finds that in communities where
girls in particular, and children more generally, have
greater participation, strategies to address violence are
more deliberate and are openly discussed. Further,
there is an increasing trend in some parts of the world
to recognise that sexual violence is a crime. 

Hawkins highlights some concrete and effective
programmes that are seeking to address gender vio-
lence in communities as diverse as Palestine and Mali.

Again, concrete recommendations for action are sug-
gested, and all of us are challenged to lead by example
and value girls’ voices.

Chapter Four: Faces of Violence in Latin
America
Over the years, Latin America, like so many other
regions in the world, has been wracked by violence.
Civil unrest, ethnic conflict, armed hostilities, drug
wars, gang fights and state torture, as well as struc-
tural violence exemplified by poverty, have had devas-
tating personal and developmental effects on the peo-
ple in that region.

In a single decade, homicide rates in the region
have soared by 44%. Brazil has a murder rate compa-
rable to a country mired in civil war. In Chile more
than 70% of children are the object of some physical
or psychological violence from their parents.

For over six months, World Vision offices
throughout Latin America documented the various
faces of violence against children in that region. All of
them are ugly. From abuse in the home, on the street
and at work, children are subjected to extreme degra-
dation. 

In his chapter, David Westwood gives space to
the voices and stories of the many children that World
Vision has worked with, interviewed, supported and
learned from since the organisation undertook the
study. With all the statistics and data collected in
Latin America, none are as compelling as the chil-
dren’s stories. Using these stories as a beginning,
Westwood has utilised the research from the regional
study to highlight the various forms of violence affect-
ing children’s lives, including violence in the home,
sexual violence, poverty as violence and violence on
the streets.

World Vision has worked in Latin America for
over 25 years. During that time, the organisation has
seen the levels of violence against children increase
and intensify. While World Vision has worked to sup-
port a culture of peace and tolerance, it seeks, through
this new study, to develop a renewed commitment
and to face the new challenges in the region.
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Westwood outlines three fundamental ways in
which violence against children must be tackled.
First, we must respond to the most immediate effects
of violence, helping the survivors to move forward
through recovery and rehabilitation. Second, the
structures that sustain violence against children in
Latin America must be transformed, breaking the
cycle of poverty and inequality. Finally, people’s per-
ceptions, values and behaviours must be challenged,
and we must work to create a community that does
not accept violence as an appropriate response. 

Westwood’s chapter makes it clear that there are
no easy ways to eradicate violence against children. It
will take a concerted family, community and govern-
ment response to prevent violence against children
and to provide ongoing protection and recovery for
those children who are already its victims.

Conclusions and Recommendations

It is clear from World Vision’s studies that there is an
urgent need for action in the area of violence against
children. While each study has developed its own
strategies and action points, there are also a number of
overlapping and fundamental changes that have been
discovered. These themes point to the underlying fac-
tors that allow situations of violence and abuse to con-
tinue. They invariably include weak legislative provi-
sions and ineffective enforcement structures. Another
crucial factor is a common thread of low levels of
awareness, which leads to abuse and violence remain-
ing hidden and undiscussed. Raising awareness levels
is essential if children suffering abuse are to be heard,
but each child must be given opportunities to speak. 

Based on these interwoven themes, World Vision
can point to seven recommended areas for action. If
national governments and the international commu-
nity are willing to act in each of these seven areas,
then it will be possible to show progress towards a
world that is safe for children. The first step in work-
ing to ensure safe environments is the provision of the
basic level of protection for children that is represent-
ed by these seven recommendations. These seven
areas are neither conclusive nor static. They seek to
find ways to prevent violence against children, to pro-

tect children from the violence around them and to
provide support and reintegration services for those
children who are survivors of violence. Governments
are urged to:

1. Enact laws that protect all children from sex-
ual abuse, violence and exploitation.

Each of the four studies reveals the inadequacy of
national legislation to protect children from violence.
In some countries, laws are non-existent; in others,
they are openly discriminatory; in still others, they
treat the children as criminals rather than victims. It
is clear that in many countries around the world, laws
to protect children from sexual abuse, violence and
exploitation are deeply flawed. Indeed, rather than
protecting children, some laws openly condone vio-
lence against children; this is particularly true for
girls. 

An adequate legislative framework on abuse
issues must have some basic core components, 
particularly:

• Laws clearly defining abuse and making abuse
and sexual exploitation illegal, with specified
minimum punishments. Such legislation should
be premised on enhancing protection and must
therefore aim to create a clear criminalisation of
abuse. Although legislation in individual states
will differ markedly, all such laws should be based
on international best practice and reflect the
guidance offered by the Convention on the
Rights of the Child. 

• The enactment of extraterritorial legislation that
allows the prosecution of citizens for abuse com-
mitted while overseas.

• The establishment of a national register of sexual
offenders.

• The creation of a legal requirement whereby gov-
ernments must report on progress made in
addressing issues of abuse and in producing and
updating national strategies for child protection.

• The creation of national independent child rights
monitors (children’s commissioners or om-
budsperson). 

Building a Safer World for Children
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Clearly a legislative framework alone is not suffi-
cient; implementation must also be an important
consideration, as is shown in World Vision’s remain-
ing recommendations. Nevertheless without the
underlying foundation of legislation, any attempts to
protect children systematically and sustainably from
abuse are likely to fail. At present, only a handful of
countries have enacted legislation to give children the
same protection from physical assault as adults
enjoy;14 about 44 countries have adopted specific leg-
islation to address domestic violence;15 and many
states lack the legislative provisions required to invoke
sanctions against perpetrators of sexual violence. 

In developing and refining their legislative frame-
work, states should give consideration to the relevant
statements of the UN Committee on the Rights of the
Child. The committee has made constructive com-
ments on a number of articles of the CRC, including
articles 19 (protection from violence), 2 (non-discrim-
ination) and 3 (best interests of the child). 

National laws should seek to protect all children
from violence, abuse and exploitation wherever these
may occur. In line with this view, World Vision advo-
cates the universal application of extraterritorial legis-
lation. These laws enable the prosecution of child sex
abusers for offences committed overseas. A number of
countries, including some within Europe and Asia,
have passed such legislation, and it has successfully
resulted in the arrest, prosecution and punishment of
a number of child sex abusers.

The establishment of national registers of child
sex abusers is one way in which to protect children
from direct contact with convicted abusers. An exam-
ple of this is the Protection of Children Act, passed in
the United Kingdom in October 2000, which
requires all public bodies to check a national register
of offenders before offering employment that might
bring individuals into contact with children.16 The
register, known as the Consultancy Service Index, is
also available for voluntary organisations to check
before employing people. Individuals can apply to be

struck from the list. The limitations of the act are that
it does not extend to compulsory use by private
organisations.

World Vision also believes that an independent
external advocate for child protection should be avail-
able for those children who do not have a loving and
nurturing family environment. World Vision there-
fore recommends that a national independent moni-
tor of children’s rights be created in those countries
where such a position does not exist. An example of
this could be a children’s commissioner (such as exists
in Sweden, Norway and New Zealand) or a children’s
ombudsperson. The position should be linked to the
formulation of public policy and the complete imple-
mentation of the CRC.

Even if countries create the most protective and
progressive legislation to protect children from vio-
lence, it is meaningless without enforcement.
Advocating for the enactment of legislation must be
done in tandem with monitoring its enforcement.

2.Train welfare and law-enforcement agencies
about child abuse issues and promote effective
child-sensitive policies based on international
standards. No child who has suffered violence
should be retraumatised by the welfare or legal
process.

Welfare and law-enforcement agencies have a
dual role in the protection of children from violence.
They can be instrumental in identifying situations
of child abuse – and removing children or the per-
petrators from those situations – and they also have
a role in listening to children and prosecuting adult
offenders. 

Too often, our research indicated that welfare and
law-enforcement agencies cannot deal with child vic-
tims appropriately because the agencies themselves
are ill-informed and inadequately trained. With
appalling frequency, children’s cries for assistance are
ignored or disbelieved, or the children themselves are
treated as criminals. 
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All countries should undertake national training
provisions for welfare and law-enforcement agencies.
The CRC Committee has called for a minimum set
of standards to be established “for the professional
qualification and training of individuals working in
institutions caring for children, in alternate systems,
in the police and in juvenile penal institutions,
including the condition that they not have a prior
record of violence.”17

It is essential that states have effective referral sys-
tems to deal with situations of abuse. For example, if
law-enforcement agencies are the first to be involved,
they must be able to draw on trained welfare workers,
and vice versa. Equally, provisions must exist for the
care of children who need to be removed from the
family for their own safety. Any such provisions need
to be safe, necessitating that the staff themselves are
properly vetted, trained and monitored. 

The creation of effective referral systems for child
abuse is dependent upon expertise and resources, but
it does mark a significant investment in the long-term
human and social capital of the country involved. In
the past, some donors have engaged with specific
parts of the law-enforcement system of a developing
state to help build the complex technical capacity
needed to deal with issues of abuse. This training
needs to reach more widely so that law-enforcement
and welfare workers from national capitals through to
remote districts receive a grounding in abuse issues. 

Interestingly, the CRC Committee has also rec-
ommended that special training attention be given to
promote direct and constructive dialogue between
police and children living or working on the streets
and for welfare officers.18 World Vision’s Cambodian
study indicates that, in some instances, rather than
being protectors, law-enforcement officers can be part
of the violence perpetrated against children. In addi-
tion, the report on Cambodia finds that law-enforce-
ment officers are limited in the action they can take
against brothel owners and those who violate children
because a number of the owners receive protection
from high-ranking government officials. World

Vision’s work in Cambodia indicates that training and
education is required in all areas of the government,
particularly those with direct contact with children.
This also has implications in those cases where chil-
dren are witnesses in child abuse and exploitation
cases. World Vision’s first-hand experience in the jus-
tice system has shown that children are inadequately
cared for and protected by this system. 

Children must be supported and must not be
retraumatised by the very system that is supposed to
protect and promote their rights. Training, education
and resources are urgently required by many welfare
and law-enforcement agencies. In line with this, gov-
ernments should be encouraged to develop child-pro-
tection systems that promote obligations to report
instances or suspicions of violence against children
and that ensure investigation of these reports. 

3. Raise awareness of violence against children
by educating the public. Helplines, where feasi-
ble, and support should be provided to abused
and at-risk children.

Creating a legislative framework provides the
foundations for a strategy against child abuse; train-
ing welfare and law-enforcement workers increases
their capability. Neither, however, will have sufficient
impact if children feel unable to voice their concerns
and if communities discount the possibility of abuse.
The child abuse and neglect study carried out across
five countries indicates that while children in com-
munities report being abused, adults routinely deny
that abuse does or could occur. A cycle of hidden
abuse becomes possible in situations in which chil-
dren feel unable to speak. It is an unfortunate but per-
fect example of why the general public must be edu-
cated about violence against children.

Until it is acceptable to talk about and openly
address issues of abuse – indeed, until people are
encouraged to do so – children will continue to suf-
fer in silence. The public must recognise its role in
creating and sustaining an environment in which
violence against children is able to flourish, or can be
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combated. Children must feel that they are able to
speak, and adults need the awareness that would
compel them to listen. 

Public education campaigns informing people
that child abuse is a violation of children’s human
rights are required. Passive perpetrators – those who
see and know that violence is occurring but do noth-
ing about it – should not be tolerated. 

As Defence for Children International noted in
their submission to the CRC Committee theme day
in 2000, “we are not just seeking to end violence, but
to replace the attitudes and practices that produce
violence with alternatives that will foster respect for
human dignity and promote healthy development. So
much of the work that needs to be done in stopping
violence is in awareness raising, education and con-
flict resolution.”19

Governments should develop national plans of
action to tackle violence against children. These plans
should contain key provisions for public education
and specific provisions to support abused and at-risk
children.

One of the most effective interventions in sup-
porting public knowledge is the use of helplines.
These helplines work in a dual capacity: they provide
access for people to report situations of child violence
and also enable the children themselves to seek assis-
tance. Although helplines are often seen as a luxury of
the rich world, they are increasingly feasible in envi-
ronments in which communications systems are
rapidly changing. India and South Africa, for exam-
ple, have both seen the development of NGO-run
helplines. 

In Brazil, World Vision has established effective
helplines as a direct response to increases in family
violence. Through the Campaign against Domestic
Violence and Sexual Exploitation of Children and
Adolescents, World Vision Brazil aims to raise public
awareness and visibility of the problem in the Minas
Gerais State. State television networks have broadcast

a toll-free number to encourage people to report cases
of child abuse. Within the initial three months,
World Vision had received over 600 calls.

Building on this campaign, the organisation has
undertaken to create a children’s rights network in co-
ordination with government bodies and members of
the community. The intention of the network is to
facilitate identification of child abuse and to deter-
mine concrete strategies to address the problem. The
network is also being utilised to teach children about
their rights and what they should do if those rights are
violated through violence.

Helplines should not be looked at in isolation
but, rather, should be viewed as one aspect of an over-
all protection plan that offers children, and the gen-
eral public, access to options for support. In addition,
helplines and other support programmes organised
and run by NGOs do not negate the responsibility of
the state to finance and operate help programmes.
Governments must be urged to increase their com-
mitment to deliberate strategies for public education
and victim support.

4. Work with community groups, churches and
civil society organisations to promote protec-
tion of children, prevention of violence and
rehabilitation of those who have been victims
of violence.

UNICEF research has overwhelmingly indicated
that governments often lack the expertise to develop
and implement policies and strategies to tackle vio-
lence against women and children.20 Thus, govern-
ments should be encouraged to work more co-opera-
tively with community groups, churches and other
organisations to address violence issues.

Often it is civil society organisations that have the
strongest links to and relationships within communi-
ties. These groups and communities have often devel-
oped a level of trust that government agencies are
unable to replicate. Channelling government
resources through civil society organisations can be an

Building a Safer World for Children

12

19 Defence for Children International, “Guiding Considerations with Respect to State Violence,” CRC Committee Theme Day,
Geneva, September 2000.

20 UNICEF,“Domestic Violence against Women and Girls,” 6.



I N T R O D U C T I O N

extremely effective way in which to reach the grass-
roots and to localise action. 

Effective prevention strategies are community
based, focused on education that is gender aware and
culturally sensitive. Community protection measures
such as hotlines, crisis centres, safe houses and experi-
ential counsellors can provide immediate support to
children in situations of violence at the local level. In
this way, government policies can support localised
interventions.

Although it is often true that civil society organi-
sations are most in touch with community realities, it
is important to remind ourselves that development
initiatives themselves can lead to or exacerbate the
problem of violence, particularly domestic violence.
For example, cultural norms, such as gender roles,
may be questioned, or people may feel the need to
compete for resources; both of these instances could
increase the possibility of violence.

NGOs need to understand the complexity of the
environment in which they plan to work and, by
nature, intervene. Successful community interven-
tions supported by government policy have included
school-based prevention strategies against violence.
Interventions by the International Society for the
Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (ISPCAN) in
school-based violence-prevention programmes have
had positive results. Surveys by ISPCAN indicate that
those children involved in the programme were
increasingly likely to use self-protection strategies and
to talk more openly and be more knowledgeable
about abuse; they are also more likely to report abuse
after it has been attempted.21

Each of us needs to become an advocate for the
rights of children. We need to challenge ourselves, our
communities and our governments to be accountable
to children and to protect their right to security. 

NGOs and civil society more broadly have a fun-
damental role to play in holding governments
accountable in meeting their obligations to children.
Governments should be lobbied to support awareness

raising and advocacy, legal reform, monitoring of
interventions, direct service provision (for survivors
and perpetrators) and training, and to ensure that
adequate resources are diverted into child-protection
measures. 

Governments, with community-based civil soci-
ety support, need to build societies in which children
are secure, respected and appreciated. Deliberate and
systematic programmes to reduce and prevent vio-
lence against children must be part of every state’s
plan. 

5. Seek and commit resources – whether
national or international – to protect children
from violence. For example, poverty-reduction
strategy papers produced by poor nations
should include a plan for child protection.

Governments from around the world must com-
mit the resources to protect children from violence
and to provide support to those children who are sur-
vivors of violence. This means not only focusing on
their own communities but also co-operating on pol-
icy formation and resource flows between govern-
ments. Issues such as commercial sexual exploitation
and trafficking can not be dealt with in isolation, but
rather require an intergovernmental response at both
the regional and the international level. 

In addition, as research suggests, poverty and
other extrafamilial expressions of violence can place
an inordinate amount of stress on familial relation-
ships. This can trigger violent responses and reactions.
Wealthy nations and lending institutions such as the
World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF)
should consider child-protection policies and strate-
gies a fundamental part of the way in which they con-
duct their own work and the way in which they work
with governments. 

Existing agreements such as the 20:20 compact
(an agreement on the use of aid and national budgets
for basic social provision) would provide a framework
in which resources could be channelled towards real-
ising children’s rights, although sadly these commit-
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ments are not well implemented. The continued stag-
nation (and long-term decline) of Official
Development Assistance (ODA) levels also denies to
developing countries the resources they need to estab-
lish government infrastructure for ensuring children’s
right to protection. World Vision believes that all
available mechanisms of development finance should
be made compatible with child-protection priorities. 

Mechanisms such as poverty-reduction strategy
papers can play a positive role in ensuring the alloca-
tion of resources to the area of child protection. Other
mechanisms should at least be assessed to make sure
that they do not exacerbate child-protection prob-
lems. Child-protection-impact assessments should be
a standard aspect of development-related loans and
major donor grants. They should also form part of the
strategy process in times of crisis, thus helping to
avoid the significant rise in child exploitation prob-
lems that followed the implementation of IMF
adjustment advice during the Asian economic crisis. 

Although all countries should develop individu-
al and contextualised child-protection strategies,
lessons can be learned from other countries and sig-
nificant information can be shared. Standardised def-
initions, disaggregated data and child-impact analysis
of government policies could all form aspects of
shared understanding about violence against chil-
dren. In addition, increased awareness of effective
interventions, including youth participation, is
required. Currently, only a limited number of coun-
tries maintain records of child abuse, and all coun-
tries struggle with the implementation of effective
prevention programmes against child abuse, violence
and exploitation.22

There are, however, some examples of positive
government responses. In 2000, the European Union
(EU) gave US$5 million to the Daphne project to
help finance 47 projects in 15 EU countries, aimed at
combating violence against women and children. The
Daphne project, which brings together both govern-
ments and non-governmental organisations, focuses

on human trafficking, sexual exploitation, all forms of
domestic violence and abuse as well as violence in
schools and violence against minority groups and
migrants. Daphne was established in 1997 by a joint
decision of the Council for Europe and the European
Parliament on a proposal from the European
Commission.23 The Daphne project is a clear example
of a contextualised country response within a region-
al and lessons-learned approach. 

Much more of the kind of approach undertaken
by the Daphne project should be encouraged
between governments. In addition, under obliga-
tions to a number of human rights instruments,
including the Convention on the Rights of the
Child, governments have committed to co-operate
with financial and in-kind resources to solve prob-
lems such as sexual exploitation and trafficking of
children and violence and abuse directed against
them. Governments should be urged to meet these
international obligations. 

A reassessment of government spending priorities
is required if children are to be protected from the
violence that they currently endure. 

6. Support comprehensive efforts, including
those by the UN, to study and address violence
against children.

Although a substantial amount of research has
been undertaken on the issue of violence against chil-
dren, there is little comprehensive understanding of
the extent and complexity of the problem. In addi-
tion, links between various forms of violence against
children have only more recently been established,
and substantial gaps remain. 

It has already been noted that definitional diffi-
culties between countries have limited some attempts
to tackle the problem of violence against children. At
the same time, silence around issues such as incest
make effective programming responses difficult.
These considerations are compounded by govern-
ment inaction and public ignorance.

Building a Safer World for Children

14

22 Kempe Children’s Center and ISPCAN, World Perspectives on Child Abuse, Fourth International Resource Book, Kempe
Children’s Center (University of Colorado, School of Medicine, Denver, CO, USA, 2000). 2.

23 European Union,“Press Release,” Brussels, 20 December 2000.



I N T R O D U C T I O N

Increasingly, advocates for children’s rights are
joining with the CRC Committee’s calls for an “in-
depth international study on the issue of violence
against children, as thorough and influential as the
Impact of Armed Conflict on Children: Report.”24

The call for such a report comes amidst the realisation
that children continue to be the victims of extreme
and systematic violence, at times resulting in death. It
is not acceptable that this persists and that the inter-
national community does nothing. The Machel
Report, as the children and armed conflict report has
become known, was instrumental in forcing the
international community and national governments
to address the abuse of children in conflict. What is
now required is the same level of action for children
suffering from other forms of violence.

World Vision supports calls for an international
study on violence against children, supported by a
global campaign to end the abuse. 

As the current report has already noted, the defi-
nition of violence against children could be extreme-
ly broad and include such categories as structural vio-
lence, political violence or environmental violence.
Yet, making the proposed study too wide would most
likely result in scant attention being paid to all sectors
and in confused messages and ineffective responses.
World Vision recommends that a more narrow study
be undertaken. However, it is important that even
this narrow report include a section that acknowl-
edges various forms of violence and establishes a con-
text.

World Vision believes that the recommendations
of the Committee on the CRC provide solid direc-
tions for developing the international study. We sug-
gest, however, that the scope will need to be further
narrowed. An appropriate guide could be states’
responsibilities under international treaties to protect
children, in particular, from physical and psychologi-
cal violence. 

In addition, World Vision continues to promote

the role of other international human rights mecha-
nisms and instruments as a valid framework for child
protection, to be used in conjunction with the CRC. 

Although an international study on violence
against children will no doubt take at least 12 months
to conduct, this should not restrict immediate action
by national governments and others to protect chil-
dren from violence. Children have already waited for
too long for words on paper to become meaningful
action.

7. Invite children to be full participants in estab-
lishing measures that offer protection, foster
development and guarantee human rights.

Research on child abuse has indicated that
involving children is an essential element in ending
the violence. Children can be resilient, resourceful
and responsive. A recent UNICEF publication (refer-
ring to a study undertaken by four universities in the
UK) reports that “Children of all ages were quite
active in their responses to and methods of coping
with violence, sometimes with understanding and ini-
tiative well beyond their age. The study concluded
that the perspectives and understanding of children
and young people should inform the development of
appropriate policy and practice.”25

Findings from World Vision’s own research bear
this out. In the chapter by Hawkins on violence
against girls, it is noted that violence is reduced where
children are directly involved in prevention and pro-
tection strategies. In addition, enabling children to
have the confidence to speak out and to identify
adults and peers to trust is essential. 

Domestic abuse is especially insidious because of
its often hidden and very private nature. If children
are not encouraged to speak out, the problem will
never be adequately addressed. Earlier research by
World Vision and others has shown that, generally,
children do not lie about sexual abuse and violence.
We must learn to trust children and to listen to them.
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We must also find ways to help them to express
themselves adequately and appropriately in secure
environments. 

In 1998 some 55 sexually exploited youth gath-
ered in Canada for the International Summit of
Sexually Exploited Youth. At this summit the children
developed a Declaration and Agenda for Action. One
of the core components of this agenda is “that the
voices and experiences of sexually exploited children
and youth must be heard and be central to the devel-
opment and implementation of action. We must be
empowered to help ourselves.”26

There are a number of ways in which children
can be empowered to participate in ending violence
and in assisting those children who continue to suffer
from violence. Children have actively been using their
own experience to help and benefit other youth, to
play a role in public education, to create peer-support
groups, to staff crisis hotlines, to establish and run
drop-in centres and to build and staff peer net-
works.27 Children must be participants in their own
development. 

In addition, by involving children directly in our
understanding of violence, resources can be better tar-
geted and more effectively monitored. By choosing
not to consult children, adults continue to cement the
kinds of attitudes that condone violence against chil-
dren and to perpetuate the cycle of silence and abuse.

A Challenge to Each of Us

In situations of violence, children are inevitably the
most vulnerable. Most tragically, millions of children
today are physically and mentally abused, exploited
and violated by the very families that are supposed to
offer love and security. Compounding this is the exter-
nal violence that is often beyond the family’s control –
war, economic deprivation and discrimination. 

This report by World Vision brings together evi-
dence from the field that children are suffering
around the globe, that their right to security is being
violated on a daily basis and that not enough is being
done by governments and others to address this crisis.
World Vision hopes that, through this report, each of
us is challenged to consider the role we must play to
prevent violence against children, to protect children
from the violence around them and to offer support
to those children who have survived abuse, exploita-
tion and violence.

World Vision encourages those interested in a
more in-depth analysis of the issues covered here to
contact us through the address in this report, and to
seek full copies of the more detailed reports upon
which the chapters in this report are based. 

The seven interrelated recommendations that
evolve from World Vision’s research form the basis for
our on-going lobbying of national governments, but
they need not be restricted to this. Many of the rec-
ommendations are equally relevant to UN agencies
and mechanisms and to regional bodies. 

In addition, individuals, families and communi-
ties have a distinct and imperative role to play in com-
bating violence against children. Part of this role is
about pressuring our governments for policies and
resources to fight this abuse at the national and inter-
national level. It is also about admitting individual
responsibility for child protection. Supporting chil-
dren themselves to speak out, listening to the lessons
and advice of children and being guided by their
insights are also essential. Each of us must be chal-
lenged not just to imagine a world where children are
safe, but to build one.
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Introduction

“The heart locked up can’t open to other people.”

The voice of an 11-year-old Brazilian boy who took

part in a World Vision study last year captures the

struggle and challenges of a world faced with an

age-old problem that is demanding more and more to be recognised and

addressed: child abuse and neglect.

World Vision has been working to gain a deeper understanding of this

perplexing issue. It has forced our organisation to look beyond the obvious.

As a Christian development, relief and advocacy organisation, we have tradi-

tionally focused much of our attention on children in particularly difficult cir-

cumstances – street children, children involved in exploitative labour situa-

tions (including sex work) and children in armed conflict. Children in all of

these situations cry out to be heard, and there is no denying the ongoing

need for further understanding and response to these issues on a global

scale.Yet there is a quieter, more subdued voice that we must not ignore. It

is the voice of many millions of children around the world living in situations
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of abuse and neglect, in what we might label “normal”
households. These are children with parents and fam-
ilies, children who, although poor, have the opportu-
nity – unlike many street children or children involved
in armed conflict – to attend school and the compar-
ative luxury of being able to think and dream beyond
their day-to-day need for survival. Over the course of
the last year, in five different countries around the
world, we have sought to listen to those voices, to hear
the stories that they have to tell, to unlock the hearts
of both children and parents whose daily struggle to
come to terms with parenthood and growing up is
being consistently battered by a world in which
human dignity, compassion and love seems to be
increasingly ignored.

Background

Child abuse is not limited to any one country, eco-
nomic system or culture. Throughout the world, chil-
dren, particularly very young children, are subjected
to physical and emotional violence at the hands of
their parents and often at the hands of the social
institutions and cultural norms that govern interper-
sonal and social relationships. Although the vast
majority of cultures maintain taboos against extreme
physical violence and father-daughter incest, accept-
able parenting standards can include beatings, emo-
tional neglect and questionable sexual contact.
Preventing child abuse and ensuring healthy child
development has long been a public policy objective
around the world. Concern for children’s rights and
safety has been most visible in recent years in the
development and rapid ratification of the United
Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Despite this, relatively few cross-national, empirical
efforts have been undertaken to document the inci-
dence of maltreatment, the public’s awareness of the
issue, and the scope and capacity of treatment and
prevention services. Midway through 1999, in an
effort to address these shortcomings and to discover
more about the reality of life for the many children
that World Vision supports around the world, we
began discussions with a number of internationally
recognised child abuse researchers and practitioners
representing the International Society for the

Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (ISPCAN)
and the Chapin Hall Center for Children at the
University of Chicago. The study that resulted from
this partnership – implemented in Ghana, Kenya,
Romania, Brazil and Thailand – was not aimed at
documenting incidence but sought primarily to:

• understand community perceptions surrounding
issues of child abuse and neglect

• identify gaps in knowledge, attitudes and
behaviours relating to children and abuse and
neglect

• make recommendations at the programme and
policy levels for organisations (particularly those
that focus on children) for responding to the sit-
uation of abuse and neglect.

Study Outline

A full report of this study is available, so this chapter
will not go into comprehensive detail about the
methodology or analysis of the data. The aim will be
to give an overview of the process we undertook and
the main findings, trends and recommendations that
emerged. The countries chosen for the study repre-
sented a cross section of regions and cultures. They
were all countries that were experiencing relative
political stability and an absence of armed conflict. 

The study was divided into two main phases: the
collection of background information, and the devel-
opment of study tools and collection of data in each
country.

The collection of background information
showed that, within this sample of countries, manda-
tory reporting for local professionals who suspect a
child has been a victim of maltreatment is quite com-
mon. As in most communities around the world,
official definitions of child abuse in these countries
place greater emphasis on intervention in cases of seri-
ous physical abuse and most forms of child sexual
abuse. While gross inattention to a child’s well-being
(e.g., failure to feed or provide any ongoing supervi-
sion in the case of very young children) also results in
public intervention, it is equally common for children
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living in rural areas or in conditions of extreme pover-
ty to go unnoticed and unserved. In fact, some
statutes (e.g., Kenya’s Children and Young Persons
Act) explicitly omit families living in areas of severe
poverty from compliance with the legislation’s guide-
lines of care. 

Each sample country has at least one public agen-
cy responsible for responding to reports of maltreat-
ment and/or monitoring child welfare practices and
compliance with the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child. Despite this organisational structure,
only two of the countries report the existence of child
abuse central registries or comparable systems for
documenting the number and characteristics of child
abuse reports. Even in those cases where such a system
does exist, the differential application of the law
across regions and populations suggests that any pro-
jections regarding incidence or scope of the maltreat-
ment problem based upon official reporting data
would seriously undercount and misrepresent the true
levels of abuse and neglect. No reliable, national esti-
mates of abuse and neglect were found for any of the
countries. All the countries contained non-govern-
ment organisations, some of which were committed
to children’s issues but not particularly focused on
abuse and neglect.

The primary phase of the study involved the
development of study tools and the collection of data
in each of the countries. In each case, the research
would need to examine the community’s current
belief systems and behaviours regarding abuse and
neglect and assess the degree to which there was an
interest in and a willingness to change. In developing
the research protocols, specific attention was given to
the following principles:

• The study would be based within a specific geo-
graphic location as defined by the existing World
Vision Area Development Projects (ADPs).28

• The study would be committed to providing chil-
dren and parents with an explicit opportunity to
voice their opinions and to provide input into the
development of specific reform strategies.

• The study would be committed to allowing each
country and project site the flexibility necessary
for ensuring cultural relevance and sensitivity in
how questions were stated and data collected.

• The research would be committed to establishing
clear and acceptable standards within a commu-
nity regarding those behaviours that are viewed as
abusive as well as those that are seen as support-
ive of healthy child development. 

• The research would be committed to clarifying
the existing government laws and systems avail-
able to improve child protection efforts within
each country, both from the perspective of pre-
vention as well as effective intervention with
child victims.

The data-collection tools were then developed to
elicit information from each of the identified respon-
dent groups.

Focus Groups with Community Leaders
Local research teams would solicit input from a num-
ber of formal and informal community leaders,
including health-care providers, church and religious
leaders, school teachers, law-enforcement officials,
social welfare or child-protection workers, communi-
ty development workers and cultural custodians or
tribal leaders. Specific questions explored during these
sessions would include:

• What are the main problems facing children/ado-
lescents and their families in the community?

• What do you understand about the term “child
abuse”?

• Can you give some examples of child abuse in
your community and what was done about them?

• What do you think are acceptable and unaccept-
able ways of treating children and adolescents?

• What more do you think can be done in your
community about the problems associated with
abuse?
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• What are the hopes and aspirations you have for
children and adolescents in your community?

Household Survey
Individual interviews would be conducted with up to
100 adults from a randomly selected group of house-
holds within the target communities. To the extent
possible, participants were to be selected to represent
a range of socio-economic and cultural groups living
within the target communities. In each household, an
attempt would be made to talk with all adults regard-
ing the care of children.

The central areas covered in this survey would
include:

• major responsibilities within the household,
including the care and disciplining of children

• how often parents engage in various activities
with their children that involve teaching or guid-
ing their development

• how often parents use specific discipline practices

• parents’ attitudes or beliefs with respect to child
development and child management

• parents’ attitudes towards certain discipline
practices.

Children’s Activities
Activities to elicit information from children were
slightly more complex. Participative strategies were
devised to seek information from two age cohorts,
children 9 to 12 and children 13 to 16, to address the
following questions:

• How do children spend the majority of their time
during a typical day?

• How do children view the relationships among
members of their family?

• What happens when someone breaks a rule or
does something bad?

• How do children view physical punishment, and
what do they see as some alternatives to physical
punishment?

• What do children define as child abuse, and what
do that think should happen if an adult abuses a
child?

Overview of Results
The study found a good level of knowledge

among parents and adults regarding the forms of
behaviour that might be considered abusive.
Although some form of physical disciplining was the
norm, the adults considered more extreme forms of
physical punishment to be unacceptable. Even so, in
some countries it was accepted that some members of
the community did use extreme forms of punish-
ment. Adults also commented that the sexual abuse of
children was present to a degree within their societies.

A major insight provided by the study was the
level of discrepancy found between the results for
adults and those that emerged from activities with
children. The children from Brazil, for example, were
frequent witnesses to violence, and this clearly had
emotional consequences. Most of the children could
also relate instances of sexual abuse within their own
communities or schools. In all the communities
except Romania, somewhere between 61% and 81%
of those questioned stated that child abuse was a seri-
ous problem.

Results and Trends

Household Survey:The Story Adults Tell

Roles and Responsibilities within the Household
Families responding to the survey from different

countries reported similar levels of responsibilities
among men and women for completing common
household and child-care tasks. With rare exceptions,
at least two-thirds of the respondents in each com-
munity identified women as having the primary
responsibility for such tasks as preparing the meals,
cleaning the house, managing the money, caring for
the children, determining the family’s religious affili-
ations, buying or collecting food, determining how
to address health-care needs and ensuring that chil-
dren receive health care. The only two items that
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were more frequently identified as primarily a male
responsibility were earning money and constructing
shelter or securing a place to live. On balance,
responsibilities were more evenly distributed across
both men and women in the areas of disciplining
children, determining if a child would attend or
remain in school, planting or tending the crops and
paying the bills. In terms of country differences,
respondents in both of the Thai communities and
the more urban of the Romanian communities indi-
cated more equal distribution across the sexes in
terms of household functions.

Contrary to our expectations, older children were
not viewed as having significant responsibility for any
of the tasks outlined on the form. Indeed, the only
tasks for which at least half of the respondents felt
older children had any responsibility were preparing
the meals, cleaning the house, tending the crops and
purchasing food. In general, respondents in Kenya,
Ghana and Cluj, Romania, were more likely to iden-
tify older children as having specific responsibilities in
the household than were the respondents in Brazil,
Thailand and the other two Romanian communities.

Daily Activities among Adults and with Children
A series of questions was included in the survey to

build a picture of the sort of activities families do
together. Religion played a reasonably significant role
in the lives of most people in all countries, with over
50% of people attending some form of worship either
occasionally or frequently. In both Kenya and Ghana,
frequent attendance at worship was indicated by over
70% of respondents. In other studies, strong links
have been drawn between discipline practices and
religious beliefs, “Spare the rod and spoil the child”
being the common adage.29 Trips outside the com-
munity to attend festivals or to visit relatives or to
attend family gatherings were occasionally or fre-
quently undertaken in all of the study countries.
Similarly, sharing meals with friends, though not of
high frequency, was not unusual.

Specific Parent–Child Interactions
A further series of questions sought to ascertain

the frequency of selected parent–child interactions.
On the whole, relationships between children and
their caregivers appeared to be functional: skills were
frequently taught and explanations given. Time to
play or simply time spent together was minimal.
Contrary to our expectations, it appeared that chil-
dren were included with some regularity in making
decisions about the family. The data did not tell us
what this entailed. On the whole, the picture that
emerged was one in which time for social interaction
with children, through activities such as play or
shared reading experiences, for example, was mini-
mal. The following section on child autonomy sug-
gests that most parents felt that children should take
on some economic responsibility for the family – that
is, begin earning money – from as early an age as pos-
sible. This belief could well have an impact on the
kinds of interaction between parent and child. A fur-
ther aspect of this dynamic that came out very strong-
ly in Romania was the lack of skills parents had in
relating to children in more than a functional way. 

Attitudes towards Child Development and Child
Autonomy

These questions focused on caregivers’ attitudes
towards:

• the importance of education (both in general and
in terms of gender)

• neighbours and teachers disciplining their chil-
dren

• play and work, and who decides how children
should spend their time

• gender differences within the home

• child abuse as a community concern.

Once again, commonalities appeared across
countries. As could be expected, there was almost
unanimous agreement over the importance of educa-
tion. Although some countries, notably Thailand,
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maintained that it was slightly more important for
boys to receive an education than girls, this attitude
was not widespread. Also gaining almost universal
agreement was the opinion that every child should
have the opportunity to play every day. The notable
exception to this was a community in Ghana where
only 64% of those questioned agreed with this state-
ment. This was perhaps due to the fact that the
Ghanaian community was rural, and children were
expected to help with numerous tasks around the
home and the farm. In terms of work, apart from
Kenya, more than half of the caregivers interviewed
felt that it was important for children to begin earn-
ing money for the family as soon as they were able. All
countries agreed that girls should help their parents
care for their younger siblings. One of the limitations
of the study was the absence of a similar question
relating to boys. 

Regarding the right of others (neighbours and
teachers) to discipline children, Brazil, Thailand,
Kenya and Ghana were all in strong agreement
(though this was not held as strongly in Brazil).
Romania, on the other hand, showed more difference
of opinion over this question, particularly in regard to
teachers. Caregivers predominantly agreed that they
felt comfortable correcting other people’s children.

Finally, in most countries half or more than half
of the caregivers interviewed felt that child abuse was
a big problem in their community. Mixed opinion
was recorded over whether or not it was possible for
an abusive parent to receive help in the community,
although both communities in Thailand strongly felt
that this was possible. There was also general agree-
ment across the board that abusive parents could
learn to cope with their problem.

Parental Discipline Practices and Attitudes towards
Discipline

In looking at physical abuse, questions sought the
frequency with which parents used different forms of
discipline with their children. It is important to note
that some extreme forms of punishment (e.g., cutting

fingers or burning) were included in the question-
naire, primarily due to the request of the World
Vision team members from Ghana and Kenya, who
had noted that punishment of this type was not
uncommon in many communities in Africa. Indeed,
this observation has been supported by a number of
other studies on the issue.30

Despite these and other such studies, the World
Vision study found that parents and children had a
firm idea of what was and was not acceptable in terms
of discipline and punishment of children. Focus
group discussions in Romania with parents and com-
munity leaders, for example, identified child abuse as
consisting of:

• physical abuse

• an evil crime

• psychological/emotional abuse

• imposing power on children

• neglect.

The questionnaire revealed that many parents
still use their hands to physically hit their children.
Apart from Thailand, this was the case for over 60%
of those questioned in all of the study countries. In
Thailand the proportion who admitted hitting with
their hands was much lower (27% and 21% in the
two communities studied). Hitting with a stick or a
belt was high in both the Thai communities (70%
and 65%). All other communities, apart from one in
Romania, registered around 50% for this form of
punishment. These data suggest that many caregivers
saw corporal punishment as an acceptable form of
discipline and not as abusive behaviour. 

Yelling at children was common in all countries,
as was restraining them. In all countries that answered
the question, counselling scored very high (between
65 and 91%) as a means of discipline. Interestingly
enough, severe forms of discipline, which we had
expected, were evident in but a few isolated cases in
Brazil and Romania. Neither of the African countries
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(where such practices are apparently quite common31)
recorded any instances of children either being burned
or having their fingers cut. This may have been due to
the fact that the survey was conducted in communities
in which World Vision had already advocated
behaviour change. This work may have had an impact
on decreasing some of the more extreme forms of pun-
ishment; alternatively, it may have made parents suffi-
ciently aware of the issue that they would not admit
the behaviour to a World Vision study team, even
though they still used such measures. Interestingly,
children, when asked the same questions, held similar
perceptions on the type and frequency of punishment.
There was, however, some slight difference in the use
of severe forms of punishment (cutting fingers and
burning). Both Ghanaian and Kenyan children
reported low percentages of these practices being used
with some frequency. Children in Brazil also reported
the limited use of such practices.

Attitudes towards Sexual Abuse
As with excessive physical abuse, all the commu-

nities studied regarded sexual abuse as unacceptable.
In a series of vignettes presented to caregivers for
comment, the following one was unanimously32 seen
as inappropriate behaviour: “A 14-year-old girl is vis-
iting her uncle for the weekend. During her visit, he
goes into her bedroom and asks to sleep with her.”

Communities defined sexual abuse in a number
of ways, perhaps best summarised by the Ghanaian
study as:

• rape, sexual intercourse, penetration

• sexual conversation with a child

• touching sensitive parts of a child

• exposing a child to an adult relationship

• indecent exposure of adult sexual organs to the
child

• exposing the child’s sexual organs to others

• any combination of the above.

The results relating to attitudes towards disci-
pline practices and sexual abuse of children in families
were, in some ways, surprising. That severe disci-
plinary action by parents and caregivers was little used
was encouraging. However, considering the anecdotal
information reported by World Vision project staff
and by other studies of abuse, the picture painted by
the household survey was not altogether complete. It
did present us with an understanding of the commu-
nity perception of the issues but perhaps not an accu-
rate indication of what was going on in terms of actu-
al behaviour. 

Focus Group Discussions with Community
Leaders
One of the innovative aspects of this study was the
number of tools used to gather information that
enabled us to “triangulate” and cross-check informa-
tion for inconsistencies. Focus group discussions and
participatory activities conducted, respectively, with
community leaders and children helped to clarify
some of the uncertainty around the household survey.
They showed quite a different situation. In each of
the communities, formal and informal leaders were
interviewed. They unanimously reported three major
issues:

• that children and young people were being
brought up in often challenging social and eco-
nomic conditions that had a direct impact over
the way they were treated;

• that physical abuse and, to a lesser extent, sexual
abuse of children were commonplace;

• that very little was being done about the situation
from a legal or policing perspective.

Community leaders were incisive in their under-
standings of the complexity of underlying causal fac-
tors of abuse. They cited factors ranging from pover-
ty (a major theme) and alcohol and drug abuse in the
community to poor parenting skills. Interestingly
enough, not one comment suggested that children’s
behaviour was a causal factor of abuse.
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The community leaders’ definitions of abuse had
a wide range. Many thought that modest slapping or
hitting with a cane was appropriate. Others thought
far more broadly on the issue:

Many people think that child abuse is to
beat, to molest. But I think those are all con-
sequences. The real abuse is everything that
doesn't provide the children a healthy
growth. And this comes from parents, from
the lack of money. It’s not only about vio-
lence but also about realising that children
need school, leisure, to be true children. All
this lack of psychological support from par-
ents, this lack of comprehension, of school
and of space is an abuse against children.

Community leaders in all countries voiced their
concern about the amount of abuse that took place in
their communities. They did not, however, blame this
situation primarily on parents. As seen above, they
cited many causal factors of abuse that were beyond
the control of parents. In addition, where abuse had
been brought to the notice of local authorities, these
authorities, almost without exception, did nothing
about it.

Community leaders were very constructive in
their suggestions about how to respond to the issues
of neglect and abuse. These suggestions focused on
four main areas:

1. The need for communities to have programmes
and places for children and young people that
encourage the development of physical, emotion-
al, spiritual and mental well-being. 

2. The need for community awareness-raising on
issues of abuse and neglect and the provision of
support services for parents.

3. Economic development of communities, includ-
ing the creation of job opportunities for parents
and young people who are not in school.

4. The development of effective safety nets for
abused children in the community.

Children’s Activities
The activities conducted with children in this study
were most revealing. Activities included focus-group
discussions, art and drama, and more formal ques-
tionnaires. Findings related to the use of corporal
punishment, children’s experience of physical abuse
and violence, and their experience of sexual abuse.

Use of Corporal Punishment
In general, children in all countries disagreed

with the use of corporal punishment, although in
both Ghana and Kenya children were more likely to
accept this as part of “the culture.” Children from all
countries, however, had suggestions for alternatives to
corporal punishment, which they thought would be
far more effective in changing behaviour. Most did
not believe that hitting a child would produce
behavioural change for the better. As Romanian chil-
dren noted, “Beatings don’t help; after mom or dad
beats the child, he is shutting down and developing
hate against his parents.” 

Children’s Experience of Physical Abuse and Violence
In most of the countries studied, children

answered the same questionnaire that was given to the
parents regarding the use of physical punishment.
Their answers confirmed parents responses in most
instances. Physical punishment (being hit either with
the hand or with a belt or stick) was the most com-
mon form of punishment. Children did not report
many instances of extremely violent punishment
although, in most countries, they acknowledged that
this was not uncommon. 

In terms of physical abuse and violence, the com-
munities in Brazil stood out. In this country, the com-
munities in which the study was conducted were all
extremely poor and very much influenced by the drug
trade and associated violence. Children commonly
reported witnessing violent crime, even murder. In
fact, the researchers had to postpone data collection
on more than two occasions due to armed gang war-
fare in the streets. Parents reported this as common-
place and noted the effect that it had on their chil-
dren. One mother mentioned to the researchers that
she was trying to get psychological assistance for her
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daughter who, after witnessing a murder, was too
afraid to leave the house.

Often, the violence on the streets in Brazil
seemed to be reflected in the home. Out of all the
interview records from that country,33 there was only
a handful that had a positive note. Children noted an
absence of fathers or the presence of domestic vio-
lence as a regular occurrence. 

Children’s Experience of Sexual Abuse
Children in all countries noted sexual abuse as an

area of concern. Although we did not try to ascertain
how many of the children themselves had experienced
sexual abuse, most could relate instances in their own
community or school. Through the field notes from
Brazil, we were able to ascertain that sexual abuse, like
physical violence, was indeed not unusual. A number
of mothers related stories from their own childhood.
In answering the questions, one 45-year-old mother
related the story of her own childhood. Her parents
divorced when she was six, and she was raised by
“strangers,” sexually abused by her uncle and cousin
and neglected to the point where she had to search for
scraps of food in the rubbish. Another talked openly
about her experience of being abused by her uncle.
This was the first time she had spoken to anyone
about this.

Trends and Implications

The study’s findings alerted us to numerous trends and
implications, which are summarised in this section.

Definition or Scope of the Problem
• In all communities, apart from Romania,

between 60 and 81% of respondents said child
abuse was a serious problem. Over 70% of
respondents regularly use hitting with the hand
or a stick or belt as a primary means of discipline.
In some of the study countries, more severe
methods were used with great frequency. 

• In some countries, notably Brazil, men were
often abusive to both their wives and their chil-

dren. Alcohol was seen to have a major effect on
their behaviour. 

• A majority of respondents reported the use of
counselling as a means of resolving discipline
problems. 

• Focus-group discussions with all community
leaders indicated that sexual abuse of children
was a major problem. In some communities,
notably Ghana and urban Thailand, leaders felt
that there were locally available resources to assist
abusive parents. The responsibility for raising
children rests primarily with women. 

• Over 75% of caregiver respondents in all coun-
tries stated that girls had a greater responsibility
in the home than boys. 

• In most countries, there was great pressure on
children to become active economic supporters of
the family. Over 50% of caregivers felt that it was
important for children to begin to earn income
for the family at as early an age as possible.

• Economic circumstances, alcohol and drug
abuse, unemployment, family disintegration, lack
of recreational time and space, were all seen to be
major causal factors in the abuse of children.

• Despite a number of countries having legal
frameworks for dealing with abuse and neglect,
only two of the countries report the existence of
child abuse central registries or comparable sys-
tems for documenting the number and character-
istics of child abuse reports. 

• Strategies for effective action at the community
level were non-existent or ineffectual. 

Attitudes, Beliefs and Knowledge Systems
Influencing Child Well-being
• Corporal punishment was seen as a primary dis-

cipline strategy in all countries.

• In all countries apart from Romania, caregivers
felt strongly that teachers should have the author-
ity to punish their children physically.
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• Caregivers in some countries felt that physical
punishment was justified because this was how
they were brought up.

• Sexual abuse of children was seen as unacceptable
in all countries.

• The notion that children should decide how to
spend their time was strongly held in some of the
study communities. All communities felt that
children should have the opportunity to play
every day. 

• Girls had a greater responsibility in the home
than boys. 

• There was a general feeling amongst caregivers
that children should contribute economically to
the family as soon as possible. 

• Although there were instances of children partic-
ipating in making decisions about the family, this
was not common.

Underlying these points are a number of major
themes that the data demonstrated. These themes
must be seen as underpinning any future response to
the issue of child abuse and neglect and will form the
major recommendations emanating from this study. 

Resilience of the Family and Children
Themselves
Despite the many struggles and challenges that were
voiced in every country, hope and resilience were still
present. Families struggled on in the face of harsh
economic situations, unemployment and the daily
reality of violence and poverty. One statement put to
caregivers in the household survey, “The family is able
and is committed to providing for the basic needs of
the child,” received unanimous agreement. Any
response to the issues of abuse and neglect, therefore,
must affirm the strength of families and their com-
mitment to provide for children. It was clear, too, that
children had well-considered opinions about the
dynamics of abuse and neglect and the ways these
affected not only them as individuals but also the
community in general. Children and young people
must be given a greater voice in the development of
any initiatives that seek to ameliorate the situation.

The Relationship between Abuse and Other
Factors 
The commitment to the family must be firmly
grounded in an understanding of the realities in
which many families around the world find them-
selves. Clearly, many respondents saw a direct rela-
tionship between abuse and factors such as poverty,
lack of recreational outlets and abuse of alcohol and
drugs. We need to discover more about how those
links function and where interventions to change
such factors will have the most impact.

The Lack of Legal Frameworks
Although a number of countries have legal frame-
works for dealing with abuse and neglect, only two of
the countries under study reported the existence of
child abuse central registries or comparable systems
for documenting the number and characteristics of
child abuse reports. There is an urgent need for coun-
tries to review their legal infrastructure as it relates to
the protection and well-being of children and fami-
lies.

Non-existent or Ineffectual Strategies for
Action at the Community Level
Finally, any legal structure becomes ineffectual if
there are no local mechanisms to implement it where
it matters most: in the family and the community.
Time and again, our study showed that abuse of chil-
dren was acknowledged but that people felt almost
totally powerless to effect any change and that there
were no effective legal structures to provide support.

Conclusion

The first decade of the implementation of the
Convention of the Rights of the Child ends in 2001.
Much has been achieved for children over this time,
but much more needs to be done. The findings of this
study call us to recognise the strength and commit-
ment of families to their children. It acknowledges
that many families, while strong in their belief in this
commitment, struggle to meet their daily survival
needs, and that some families, tragically, have lost the
will or the capacity to provide adequate care for their
children. As we face the next decade of working to
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realise the rights of children worldwide, the messages
of this study are both sobering and challenging.
Governments must develop policies that provide solid
legal frameworks for both the acknowledgment of
abuse and neglect and the development and imple-
mentation of effective strategies for response at the
national and, more importantly, community level.
Factors that have a direct relationship to abuse and

neglect (such as economic conditions, unemployment
and alcohol abuse) must be better understood
through the development of research strategies that
result in targeted interventions. Lastly, any interven-
tion must seek to support the family as the prime
caregiver for children, and, above all, it must give
voice to children, not merely as objects of our emo-
tions, but as social actors in their own right.

Child Abuse and Neglect
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Introduction

Children of every country are victims of sexual vio-

lence. Like other crimes against people or property,

sexual violence is publicly rejected as unacceptable.

In many cases, however, the priority given to

addressing this issue at a policy level is not adequately translated into action.

This is particularly evident in southern countries, where capacity for such

action is low.Yet, northern countries can also do more, through extraterrito-

rial legislation, by sharing information about travel patterns of known sex

offenders and by linking social-sector reform more clearly to bilateral aid.

Freedom from exploitation is upheld though such international instru-

ments as the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Universal

Declaration on Human Rights. Countries where rule of law is strong have

mechanisms to address such crimes.These mechanisms include not only the

legal system but also medical and human services. Public debate allows the

need for change to be expressed, and holds police, judiciary and government

to account.The United Kingdom, Belgium and Australia (to name but three
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She is staying at a World Vision recovery cen-
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countries) have gone through such public processes in
the last five years, all strengthening their domestic
provisions to address sexual crime against children.
Public outcry prompted these measures, after horrific
cases of children being killed by paedophiles wanting
to escape detection or the weight of public inquiry
into cover-ups. Change was possible through mecha-
nisms of good governance and appropriate resources
accompanying commitment. Southern countries such
as Cambodia do not have the same capacity or
resources as these governments. They face many bar-
riers in achieving the aim of freeing children from the
violence of sexual exploitation. As a consequence, in
such countries, the scale and nature of exploitation
remain unacceptably high.

Lee is a 15-year-old girl who was lured into
prostitution by her aunt. She was sold to an
American man for US$400 for four days. He
was about 50 years old. After that, she was
forced to go with a 25-year-old Japanese man
at the cost of US$50. Then her pimp brought
her to sleep with a Chinese man for US$30.
Finally, she slept with a 40-year-old
Frenchman who kept her for a month at his
rented house. After that she went to stay in an
“entertainment establishment.” Two days later,
she was freed during a police raid and sent to a
welfare organisation.

If these events happened in the home countries of
the offenders, domestic laws would provide avenue
for redress. Child exploitation that crosses borders
requires international co-operation among law
enforcement agencies. While this is now more possi-
ble through extraterritorial legislation, gaps in capac-
ity and differing legal process are barriers to due pro-
cess. One area that is often overlooked in the quest for
increased international co-operation on the issue of
child sexual exploitation is tourism.

Tourism

Tourism is a multibillion-dollar globalised industry
that is an important source of foreign exchange and
employment. An emerging sex industry has paralleled
the growth of tourism in many parts of the world.

While local men usually constitute the largest num-
bers involved in sexual exploitation of children,
tourism attracts sex tourists and paedophiles from
many countries. 

Cambodia attracted 270,000 visitors in 1999 and
anticipated tripling this figure over the next four
years. With its proud history and famous temples of
the Angkor era, Cambodia has much to offer trav-
ellers. The recent turbulent history of the Khmer
Rouge and other conflicts also attract visitors, attract-
ed by a new frontier with more excitement and mys-
tery than some neighbouring countries that have been
on the tourist trail for decades. 

Tourism provides easy access to vulnerable
children and to the power/economic disparities
fundamental to the notion of a “cheap third-world
holiday – sun, surf and sex,” promoted through word
of mouth, Internet chat rooms and sometimes in
publications. Thailand and the Philippines share a
legacy as popular destinations for sex tourists and
have increased their legal response to protect children.
As these locations become less attractive to sex
tourists, attention will shift to newer locations. Sex
tourists are attracted to economically poor countries
by factors that include low-cost prostitution, wide
availability and perceived impunity from prosecu-
tion. Recent prosecutions and the jailing of an
English schoolteacher in Cambodia have served
notice that impunity is not assured. However, in
recent years Cambodia has been increasingly linked
to child prostitution. At present, the country risks
this association overshadowing its publicly promoted
cultural heritage.

Who Is Involved?
Research on tourism-linked child sexual exploitation
was conducted in 2000 by World Vision in con-
junction with the Ministry of Tourism (MOT) and
the Cambodian National Council for Children
(CNCC). (The focus on Cambodia is not to suggest
that this problem does not exist in many countries.)
The ministry’s own figures show that 65% of
tourists to Cambodia in 2000 were men. Research
conducted with MOT and the CNCC in three
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prime tourist locations revealed considerable infor-
mation about sex tourism.34

Interviews conducted in the three tourist areas
included 68 children, whose average age was 15 years.
Of these children, 88% had been involved in provid-
ing sexual services for tourists. The nationalities of
foreigners who approached these children were 28%
French, 26% Chinese, 19% Japanese, 12% American,
8% Cambodian, 5% Thai and 3% unknown.35

Information from 20 members of the general
public who live close to the “entertainment establish-
ments” estimated that 42% of the girls were taken
away from the facility by clients, 47% were not cho-
sen as sex partners and 9% were taken by pimps.
Nationalities of foreigners identified as taking young
girls for sexual relations were 28% Chinese, 18%
French, 13% Japanese, 5% American and 3%
Korean. The remaining 30% could not be identified.
Of the children who had contact with tourists, 60%
were estimated to be 14–18 years old, and 40%
18–22 years old. While boys are also at risk from sex-
ual abuse by tourists, men having boys as sexual part-
ners is not as acceptable or common in Cambodia;
thus, boys are not as greatly affected as girls.

Travel agents, MOT officers, and hotel/guest-
house owners were also interviewed about the issue of
sex tourism. Twenty-two travel agents and tour opera-
tors in the three locations estimated that the primary
purposes of tourist groups were cultural tourism
(33%), business (26%), official visits (19%) and sex
tourism (22%). According to these interviewees, the
following percentages of children from the sample had
been contacted over the period for sexual intercourse
by visitors from these countries: 45% by visitors from

China, 22% France, 18% America, 4% Australia and
36% unknown Westerners.36 Among the 28 Ministry
of Tourism officers interviewed, 78% said they saw
children going with male foreigners. The interviewees
identified the major groups of foreigners that the chil-
dren went with as European white-skinned men
(32%), Americans (18%), Japanese (18%), Chinese
(14%) and French (9%).37 As identified by hotel and
guesthouse owners, the nationalities of tourists
involved with child sex tourism were, in order of fre-
quency, Chinese, Japanese, French, American,
German and English. Thus, most of the groups inter-
viewed said that Chinese, Japanese and white Western
men were most frequently observed as sex tourists.
Cambodians themselves are involved both through
domestic tourism and by profiteering as pimps and
facility owners.

Although nationalities may differ, sex tourism
patrons share some common features of sexual
offenders against children. There are two distinct
types of such sexual offenders: situational offenders
and preferential offenders.38

The situational offender does not have a true sex-
ual preference for children, but engages in sex with
children for varied and sometimes complex reasons.
For such a person, sex with children may range from
a once-in-a-lifetime act to a longer-term pattern of
behaviour. This type of person, who may be more
prevalent in a transient tourist population than is the
preferential offender, exhibits one of two patterns of
behaviour: morally indiscriminate and sexually indis-
criminate.

For the morally indiscriminate person, the sexual
abuse of children is simply part of the general pattern
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35 Due to rounding, percentages do not always add up to 100.
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reflect multiple answers given by interviewees.
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of his life. He is a user and abuser of people. He abus-
es, lies, cheats or steals whenever he can get away with
it. He molests children because he has no moral
answer to the question “why not?” His criteria for
selecting his victims are vulnerability and opportuni-
ty – he has the urge, the child is there, so he acts.

The pattern of sexually indiscriminate behaviour
is difficult to define. The person appears to be dis-
criminating in his behaviour except when it comes to
sex. He is willing to try anything sexual. While he has
no real sexual preference for children, his basic moti-
vation is experimentation. He appears to have sex
with a child out of boredom. Of all situational
offenders, he is most likely to be from a relatively high
socio-economic background and to collect child
pornography.

The preferential offender has a definite sexual pref-
erence for children. He has sex with children not
because of some situational stress or insecurity, but
because he is sexually attracted to and prefers chil-
dren. He usually specifies age and gender preference
for his victims. Members of higher socio-economic
groups tend to be overrepresented among preferential
offenders. According to international policing
sources, more preferential offenders seem to prefer
boy, rather than girl victims.

Preferential and situational offenders both fea-
ture in anecdotal evidence collected from children,
tour guides and taxi drivers during World Vision’s
research, as well as from several years of direct work
with children. What offenders have in common is
disregard for the identity of the child as a person. To
them a child is a commodity, a means to an end,
something to be used. Theories abound regarding
how adults are able to act out against children in this
way. It is not possible to explore them in this chap-
ter. Suffice it to say that it is important to explore the
psychological, medical and spiritual perspectives of
the offences and offender.

The Context of the Child

If we are to understand the vulnerability of children
to tourism-linked exploitation, we need to better
understand their socio-economic position and the
consequences of their exposure to traumatic events.
Children’s bright smiles are used in the marketing of
many a country’s attractions, and Cambodia is no
exception. Adorable children are part of the local
colour, adding a human perspective to the monu-
ments of past greatness that tourists come to see.
Children represent the future of any country,
embodying its human and social capital. In
Cambodia, more than 52% of the population is less
than 18 years old.39 Per capita income in their country
is one of the lowest in the region. Cambodia is a
regional leader in infant mortality (115 per thousand),
mortality of children under five (181 per thousand),
the percentage of income spent on food and low access
to education, especially among girls. Family separa-
tion, a high incidence of domestic violence and low
accountability to the rule of law contribute to disloca-
tion of children from their communities. An estimat-
ed 42% of children aged 5 to 17 are engaged in some
form of work.40 It is widely accepted that poverty is a
primary factor contributing to the entry of children
into hazardous or exploitative labour. Children’s work
brings them into contact with tourists to earn income
in a variety of ways. One way is begging; another is as
vendors, selling drinks and food at locations where
tourists congregate. The tourist is able, if he chooses,
to arrange a later meeting in a less public setting with
children who may view prostitution as a way to sup-
plement other income. Children still living with their
family contribute earnings that may represent a sig-
nificant addition to the household income. Children
are sometimes involved in prostitution after a crisis
affects family income or expenses, such as when a par-
ent’s business fails or medical emergencies occur.

Experience of Violence
Many southern counties experience low-level internal
conflict that reduces development and protection rights
of children. Exposure to and acceptance of violence are
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other hindrances. Cambodia has emerged from 30 years
of conflict. Parents of today’s children experienced the
horrors of Pol Pot. In 1999, Raghda Saba, a clinical psy-
chologist in partnership with the psychology depart-
ment at the University of Phnom Penh, conducted a
study on the mental health of children in Cambodia.
Her research provides insight into children’s experience
of violence. It reveals a “push” factor other than eco-
nomic need among children who involve themselves in
hazardous occupations. Saba surveyed 400 10- to 12-
year-old students in Phnom Penh and a rural location.
Table 1 reflects some of her findings.

The sample group comprised school children of
both sexes from randomly selected schools. They were
not at special risk, unlike children from single-headed
households or those living on the street. These results
indicate that extreme experiences commonly touch
the lives of children, shaping expectations for their
own safety and life choices.

Effect of Sexual Violence on Children
The intrusion of sexual violence can have devastating
effects on young lives, as is illustrated in the follow-
ing story of a 17-year-old recalling what happened
when she was 13. World Vision has worked with her
since 1999.

The three soldiers met me walking along the
road. They forced me to go with them. We all
arrived at a temple and asked villagers living
near that temple for a one-night stay there. The
soldiers and I were allowed to stay under the
house for the night. At about 9:00 p.m. one of
the soldiers rushed to embrace me. The other
two were watching. I did my best to shout for
help, but one of the soldiers threatened and
pointed his gun to my head. I was afraid
because of their threat so I dared not shout. One
of the soldiers continued to pull at my clothes
and forced me to have sexual relations with him
while the other soldiers watched. I felt suffering
and humiliation. Then all three soldiers raped
me. This event was the most painful in my life.

The morning came; the soldiers took me to
Phnom Penh. When we arrived in Phnom
Penh, the soldiers took me to a brothel and sold
me for US$200. The brothel owner forced me
to stay in a room where I was locked up for
three days. One night an old man came to
bring me to sleep in a guesthouse in Phnom
Penh. That old man, who was my father’s age,
raped me. This old man made me suffer and I
was further injured, as my wounds from the
soldiers had not healed yet. I was horrified
when blood came out of my vagina. I was cry-
ing loudly, but the old man was very happy
because he thought that I really was a virgin.
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Table 1
Children’s Experience
of Traumatic Events

Event Percentage

Witnessed domestic violence at
home 41

Witnessed the beating of a close 
relative 56

Witnessed killing of close relative 3

Heard of killing of close relative 20

Were beaten yourself 58

Witnessed robbery of neighbour 
or stranger 42

Witnessed robbery of your home 11

Witnessed car/motorcycle 
accident 71

Involved in car/motorcycle 
accident 23

Witnessed a rape 8

Experienced rape 1

Heard of an event of rape 49

Witnessed a kidnapping 11

Exposed to an event of kidnapping 2

Heard of an event of kidnapping 65
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The powerlessness experienced by the victim, the
abuse of power by the offenders, repeated rape,
humiliation, physical assault, fear of being killed – the
effects of such experiences can broadly be described as
trauma. Dr Wendy Freed (Physicians for Human
Rights) summarises the impact such violence has on
the personhood of a young woman.

Trauma: Sexual trauma is the violation of the most
intimate and personal aspects of the self. One’s own
body becomes the setting in which the atrocities are
perpetrated. For the young women living in a broth-
el, the sexual violations take place inside the tiny
cubical that is their only private living space. There is
no safe haven for them.

Shame: This is a powerful psychological reaction
that is linked to the sexual nature of the trauma. The
victim’s sense of personal value falls, sometimes to
the point of seeing no other option because she is
worthless.

Betrayal of trust: Approximately half the young
women are sold to brothels by people they know. This
betrayal has long-lasting effects, and relationships
develop slowly with children in recovery. Information
is precious and sharing in it is earned.

Layers of truth: The meaning of personal stories and
their accuracy is not constant and reveals some of the
coping mechanisms that the girls may have used.
Some girls need to reinvent themselves, having been
given a new name and history every week by brothel
owners wanting to control them and evade detection
for missing girls.

Self-blame: Many girls blame their fate on themselves
and have an exaggerated sense of their part in the
interaction that led to such circumstances.

Disruption in normal development: Young women are
forced into a role that separates them from their com-
munity. They are not able to take part in many infor-
mal activities that are important in socialisation for
future roles as income earner, wife and mother.

Separation from family: Important relationships suffer,
and many young women grieve the loss of contact,
particularly with siblings.

Grief and depression: These young women can devel-
op a sense of hopelessness at the loss of freedoms, rela-
tionships and innocence.

Fear: Beatings and other punishment from brothel
owners are common. Young women are also fearful of
contracting AIDS; yet they cannot refuse clients.

Captivity: Young women have been held in captivity
for weeks, months and sometimes years. Initially they
often fight the brothel owners’ demands for them to
service clients. This has resulted in being locked in a
room for a week or being beaten until they modify
their response to their circumstances. Control over
one’s fate has gone.

Being a good daughter: In the Cambodian context, this
crucial consideration allows many young women to
give meaning to their circumstances. They see them-
selves as being in a position to help their family sur-
vive, and this gives context for their personal sacrifice.

Community Attitude

Children are part of the community and are affected
by its mores and beliefs. Unfortunately, their identity
as people with inalienable rights, as described in
Article 1 of the Convention on the Rights of the
Child, is not always apparent. This is true with regard
to protection under the law and family/community
response to a serious event, such as the rape of a child.
In some cases, community members are outraged and
beat the offender. In many other cases, arrangements
focus on the issue of compensation to the family
rather than justice for the child. According to a recent
report by the local NGO Cambodian League for the
Promotion and Defence of Human Rights 
(LICADHO), 49% of cases of child rape reported to
the police in 1999–2000 resulted in either the
accused being released with no consequences or the
case being prolonged inexorably without result.41 The
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other 51% of cases were resolved via payments to the
victims. One way of dealing with the violation was to
have the victim marry the offender. Of 126 cases
reported between January and November 2000, 57
victims were 11 to 15 years of age, while 28 were 6 to
10 years of age. The LICADHO report states, “The
law does not protect children because the law fails to
define a minor with respect to crime; it fails to define
the legal age for sex and fails to provide even a statu-
tory rape law.”42 Families have little respect for the
application of the law, and the village chief will often
be approached to broker a deal intended to regain
harmony in the community.

What Can Be Done?

The circumstances outlined in this chapter are not
exceptional in many countries. World Vision works in
different ways with a variety of actors, in hopes of
achieving the best interests of children. Some strate-
gies are outlined below.

Prevention
Following the First World Congress against Com-
mercial Sexual Exploitation, the Royal Cambodian
Government (RCG) developed a five-year plan, pro-
viding an operational framework. World Vision con-
tributed to this and is active in prevention through
building awareness of children’s rights as well as issues
of gender and domestic violence. This is accompanied
by World Vision’s efforts to increase food security
among families and communities and to advance
community development. Children themselves are
involved in promoting change, through establishment
of children’s club activities, child-to-child events,
street education, and advocacy at the local, regional
and international level.

Legal Protection
Improved protection for children who are sexually
exploited and prosecution of offenders are two aims
of an interagency project by World Vision Cambodia,
the International Organisation for Migration, the
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights,

Save the Children Norway and UNICEF. The project
is implemented through the RCG Ministry of
Interior. Under this project, the ministry has been
supported to develop police operating procedures to
improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the Royal
Cambodian Police in investigation of child sexual
exploitation cases. Police officials receive training in
relevant legislation, basic investigation techniques
and psychosocial aspects of the problem.

The overall goal of this project is to improve
capabilities among police, investigating judges and
prosecutors to investigate cases of sexual exploitation
and trafficking of children (including rescue of vic-
tims), to develop referral systems to bring about arrest
of offenders and to initiate court proceedings. At the
time of writing, 240 middle-ranked police officers
had been trained using the new curriculum. More
than 140 children have been freed by police acting on
information received via a public hotline. Prosecu-
tions have been launched against offenders.

Direct Support
World Vision runs a centre working with more than
200 girls (and, where possible, their families and com-
munities) per year. In 2000, the average age of these
girls was 14 years 2 months; 58% had sexually trans-
mitted diseases (STDs) and 18% were HIV positive.
Common indications of trauma include disrupted
sleeping patterns, poor concentration, low communi-
cation skills, low energy and incidence of seizures and
epilepsy. A Khmer psychologist who has been practis-
ing psychology in the United States for many years
provided an external evaluation of this direct service
and described the impact for children positively.

Data were collected on a sample of 40 young
women who had experienced sexual exploitation and
have been reintegrated back with their family and/or
community. Questions were selected from the Child
Behavior Checklist developed by T.M. Achenbach.43

The questions measured the young women’s
behaviour both before and after they received services
from the centre. Overall, the data show patterns of
improvement in behaviour in most areas. In general,
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the young women are reported to have an increase in
what is considered good, culturally and socially
appropriate behaviour, as described below. The
increase in what is considered improvement in pat-
tern of behaviour ranges from 2% to 40% compared
to when they first accessed the programme. 

Changes in Behaviour Patterns
Case reviews and case discussion revealed that the
girls typically enter the centre with low self-esteem,
poor eye contact, constricted posture, sad facial
expression, poor manners, inappropriate social skills,
general distrust, problems with lying, poor hygiene,
poor health and poor overall adaptive functioning.
They are usually illiterate.

The centre provides services including health
care, vocational training, recreational activities, psy-
chosocial counselling and much more. Observed
behaviour changes include better hygiene as well as
better social skills in interacting appropriately with
peers and elders and with male staff. The young
women learn to read and write. They learn vocation-
al skills such as food preparation, weaving, sewing and
knitting. Counsellors use laughter, creative activities
and outings to lighten the load. Over time, the young
women's demeanour is characterised by better eye
contact, less constricted posture, more positive mood,
less hopelessness and less downcast expression. Many
of the young women (48%) return to their immedi-
ate or extended family when this is in their interest. A
further 23% go on to vocational training or employ-
ment, living in small group homes or independently
in the community.

This change occurs in a context where young
women who have been raped or involved in prostitu-
tion are regarded as bad women. In the eyes of the
community they have forfeited opportunities for a
favourable marriage and can be rejected by their fam-
ily or forced to re-engage in prostitution, as other
options are not apparent.

Advocating for Change
The link between tourism and sexual violence against
children is one example of the need to promoting

positive development in an emerging sector. The
research objective is twofold: to promote action from
government, non-government and industry sectors to
address issues of tourist-linked child sexual exploita-
tion, and to highlight gaps in existing strategies of the
Ministry of Tourism and Cambodian National
Council for Children that focus on child protection,
advocacy and monitoring. A full report from this ini-
tiative of the MOT, CNCC and World Vision
(Children’s Work, Adult’s Play: Child Sex Tourism a
Problem in Cambodia) is available from the CNCC
and World Vision Cambodia.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Sexual violence directed at children is unacceptable
and requires action at many levels. It is beyond the
scope of this chapter to recommend action on all
aspects. Tourism is a growing avenue whereby sexual
violence invades Cambodia and afflicts the children
of that country. Industry standards are clearly needed
and prosecution required, regardless of the nationali-
ty of the offender. The world’s governments, with the
support of United Nations agencies and international
organisations, have the responsibility to ensure that
children are protected from such crimes. Further, the
tourist sector has an opportunity and obligation to
move away from practices that allow the exploitation
of children.

This type of violence against children is contrary
to Cambodia's constitution and laws and the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child. Studies have
demonstrated that sexually exploited children may
grow into adults who continue to be exploited or who
become offenders themselves. As voluminous
research, including World Vision’s, shows, violence,
exploitation and child sex tourism are not problems
that can be explained or solved in isolation. Many
wider concerns – socio-economic stability, the emer-
gence of civil society, good governance, legal protec-
tion, gender, race, discrimination, health considera-
tions such as the HIV/AIDS pandemic –need to be
taken into account in terms of long-term strategy
development. In the short term, indicators clearly
link progress to addressing regulatory and monitoring
measures. Government, industry and NGOs can con-
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tribute to this process in both the immediate and
long-term interests of children.

The following are recommendations gleaned
from the study. These were identified for the various
groups involved in the study to consider in their var-
ious capacities of ending the sexual exploitation of
children and bringing about greater penalties for
offenders.

Prevention
• The Ministry of Tourism actively link with

NGOs to implement regular workshops for
Tourism Industry Department personnel on their
role in combating sexual exploitation of children.

• NGOs and government explore training or
employment opportunities that increase positive
options for children in locations where tourism is
a significant economic presence.

• Local tourist associations and businesses commit
themselves to child-safe tourism and promote a
code of conduct among members.

• International tourist networks such as the Pacific
Asia Tourist Association (PATA) and World
Tourism Organisation (WTO) promote obser-
vance of the Tourism Bill of Rights and tourist
code among local and international tour opera-
tors linked to Cambodia.

Protection
• The Royal Cambodian Government, with sup-

port from NGOs, address child-protection issues

requiring investigation and prosecution by
Cambodia’s law enforcers.

• Foreign embassies in Cambodia review child-
protection measures of their own countries,
which address crimes against children by their
nationals in another country and travel of
known sex offenders to Cambodia. Signatories
of the Convention on the Rights of the Child
have made a commitment to act in the best
interest of children within their capacity. Child
protection commitments extend beyond
national boundaries.

• Tourism networks such as PATA and WTO rec-
ommend that international tour operators not
use facilities that have been linked to sexual
exploitation of children.

Monitoring 
• The MOT link with local authorities to check

registration of hotels and guesthouses regarding
their legal approval to operate and compliance
with child-protection standards.

• NGOs co-ordinate to monitor change quarterly
in the three locations studied and report trends to
government, industry, embassies and regional
forums on child labour and sexual exploitation.

• Tourism networks such as PATA and WTO
include information from NGO monitoring
reports, in liaison with the Cambodian gov-
ernment.
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World Vision has served children for more than a

half-century. In the last decade, it has developed

programmes and advocacy initiatives to meet the

specific needs of girls worldwide. A year-long

review of those programmes for girls revealed quite

concretely the destructive effects of the violence

that shapes girls’ lives. Starting with the reality of violence towards girls, the

study was able to describe – in the context of real lives – how this violence

affects development practice and outcomes.

This review recognised the magnitude, complexity and pervasiveness

of violence around the globe. It highlighted the success of many initia-

tives in improving the ability to incorporate the needs of girls into pro-

gramming and planning. It also revealed the ways in which girls’ low sta-

tus in many communities escalates the violence and increases its impact.

Lessons learned from this review serve as a call to action on behalf of

girls and children everywhere, and also provide a way forward, suggest-

ing how development practices might better protect girls and their

communities.
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For the World Vision Review Project, 12 key
issues affecting girls were identified to organise
research questions and findings. Throughout the
1990s, World Vision’s Girl Child Initiative brought
focused attention to research, advocacy and literally
hundreds of special projects addressing girls’ vulnera-
bilities and strengths in the context of ongoing com-
munity development. The year-long review in 2000
included 34 participatory focus groups of girls and
community members, a survey of 234 large commu-
nity-development programmes across west, east and
south Africa, Asia Pacific, Middle and Eastern Europe
and Latin America, as well as extensive interviews
with key staff and document analysis.

The review team anticipated that violence would
be a significant issue worldwide. The strength and
breadth of the effects of violence were confirmed by
girls and by staff; indeed, these effects recurred as a
theme within all other issues, including education,
health care, HIV/AIDS and harmful practices.
Violence often had an impact on the success of pro-
grammes addressing other sectors, clearly affecting
girls’ access to services. The pervasiveness of violence
was such that girls experienced its effects in their fam-
ilies and communities, and also in commercial and
sexual exploitation through trafficking and the sex
trade. Thus, while girls can be commercially and sex-
ually exploited by family members, they can also be
vulnerable to this exploitation when escaping violence
in their homes or communities.

The results of this research show that a more
complex approach is needed by NGOs and govern-
ment bodies designing services and interventions for
communities. Without specific attention to the pre-
vention of violence and the protection of girls’ rights
as human beings, programmes may fail to acknowl-
edge, plan for or address violent events that blunt or
prevent real effectiveness. In this way, they may actu-
ally encourage continued harm to girls’ and commu-
nities’ development.

Gender-based Violence and Girls’ Status

It is not by chance that girls are the victims of vio-
lence. Their ascribed status is the lowest in the family

or community, and violence is often intricately
entwined with the cultural devaluing of girls. This
devaluing is expressed in discrimination that includes
a preference for sons, a lack of voice for girls and lim-
ited entitlement to family and community resources.
Gender-based violence against girls is often trivialised
or normalised, excused by custom and practice.

The undervaluing of girls is arguably universal.
For girls, lower status means that violence against
them is less visible and considered less noteworthy. It
means less access to the judicial and political systems,
and fewer, if any, opportunities to give voice to their
needs and concerns. In many countries, rapists are
still able to avoid prosecution if they marry their vic-
tims. Girls who are victims of violence are often char-
acterised as participants in their own demise, causing
or inviting the violence against them.

Gender-based violence is also minimised by the
inability to talk about the violence, which is often sex-
ual and traditionally is not discussed. Moreover, the
domestic violence that occurs in families may be
defined as “private” business, occurring in “private”
space. The categorisation of gendered violence as
“private” serves to condone inactivity, minimise the
importance and perpetuate the violence.

Development programmes can work to illumi-
nate and address this so-called private violence. World
Vision and many other NGOs work to protect chil-
dren and promote child rights in community-devel-
opment programmes. Projects that focus directly on
domestic violence as well as commercial exploitation,
street children and reunification of families have the
staff and programmatic expertise to identify and
address distinctive issues within the family and com-
munities. This expertise may not always be present in
broader programmes, which focus on relief, providing
services or building infrastructure.

Indeed, when the main focus of NGOs is on
poverty alleviation through provision of food, hous-
ing and potable water, violence against girls can be
construed as an “extra” – and not one that can always
be addressed within project priorities and goals.
Working for the rights of girls can be seen as impos-
sible or impractical, due to lack of resources or com-
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munity support. Alternatively, it may be viewed as
regrettably less important or as somehow opportunis-
tic and neglectful of overall community needs.

Yet, there is a new shift in consciousness, one in
which the protection of the rights of children and the
illumination of many violent and harmful practices
around them are becoming more important.
Increasingly, gender-based violence is recognised as a
serious offence. For example, rape in armed conflict,
once cast as an inevitable – and largely unnamed –
consequence of war, is now categorised as a war crime.

From the Focus Groups

Research conducted on programmes for girls includ-
ed visits to World Vision projects in 15 countries.
Focus groups were held with girls, family and com-
munity members, and World Vision staff. Facilitators
used a participatory approach, where individuals
could identify key issues for the community and for
girls, and then the group could indicate overall issues
of importance. Typically, girls, community members
and WV staff were placed into separate focus groups
and asked to name events and main issues for them-
selves and for their communities. Girls had opportu-
nities both as individuals and as members of a group
to identify which issues were “improving” or were
“getting worse.” Where separate focus groups could
not be held, facilitators augmented the process with
interviews.

Two important points should be noted about the
focus groups:

• Participants included girls and community mem-
bers in WV programmes and also those who were
not in these programmes but who lived in the
community development area. 

• Girls and community members were not specifi-
cally asked about violence unless they had identi-
fied it as a “main” issue in their lives.

In 33 out of 34 sites visited, girls raised the issue
of violence or threats of violence. Girls across projects
described violence as a “main” issue for them.
Instances ranged from the fear of violence in the
streets of their communities and an increase in rape of

local girls to a fear of using community latrines or
going to school in the day or evening. Girls described
enduring sexual “teasing.” At many sites, girls sug-
gested that violence against girls was difficult to
address because of community or parental attitudes.
Several girls related family violence to alcohol con-
sumption and to poverty and lack of access to
resources. Girls described their situation as different
from that of boys, who were seen as relatively free in
their mobility. Girls spoke about the impact of the
level of community violence on their lives in terms of
restricted movement: leaving school earlier than boys,
being unable to go out after dark, fear of being per-
ceived as dishonourable by neighbours.

In focus groups, families and community mem-
bers also saw the violence and threats of violence as
main issues for girls, but expressed powerlessness
against the weight of community attitudes. For exam-
ple, although adults wanted girls to be better educat-
ed, they were concerned both about an increase in
dowry for girls with more education and for girls’
safety when going to and coming from school. Some
parents would have liked fewer restrictions on their
daughters’ mobility, but they worried that neighbours
would speak ill of this, thus jeopardizing the possibil-
ity of finding suitable husbands for the girls. While
some parents would work to prevent female circum-
cision, others worried that their daughters would not
be respected as women without the procedure.
Finally, many clearly indicated that they simply could
not guarantee a girl’s safety beyond puberty unless she
was in their home or married in someone else’s.

In their focus groups, community members
across many sites described a web of rules around
girls, who must not be seen to have been “compro-
mised” by men or boys. These people had real fear for
their daughters’ physical safety, and for their futures.

Staff Fear Community Alienation

World Vision staff described violence in girls’ lives as
pervasive and difficult to measure and address. As
part of the year-long study, development staff were
asked about local social practices that harm girls.
Female infanticide continues in 7% of the communi-
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ties where World Vision programmes operate. Female
genital mutilation is practised in 13%, and son pref-
erence occurs in 42%. Early marriage occurs across all
the surveyed regions – ranging from 55% of commu-
nities in Latin America to 87% of communities in
East Africa. 

Community attitudes about gender roles carry
enormous weight. Consequently, staff must exercise
considerable patience and sensitivity in the discussion
of these issues so as not to alienate community mem-
bers. Success in changing harmful attitudes often
comes with the assistance of gender and development
(GAD) programmes and through the work of estab-
lished women’s groups or co-operative programmes
with both boys and girls in leadership positions. Staff
noted that, without long-term commitment, attempts
to change attitudes around practices such as infanti-
cide, genital mutilation, early marriage or domestic
work are naive. 

Clearly, success in mitigating violence requires
attention to gender issues. Development initiatives
and projects that incorporated a GAD strategy
proved significantly more likely to provide services
addressing violence against girls than did pro-
grammes that had no such strategy. Compared to
programmes with no gender policy yet in place, pro-
jects with a GAD policy were more likely to inter-
vene on behalf of girls who are victims of violence
and were more likely to provide girls with assistance
and legal aid to address violence.

Successful Projects

In communities where girls and, more generally, chil-
dren have greater participation, addressing violence
was more evident and was clearly discussed, and spe-
cific strategies were apparent. Where child participa-
tion is high and includes girls, programming is better
able to take children’s needs, experiences and ideas for
change into account. In one World Vision pro-
gramme, children decided to use their initial earnings
from a children’s co-operative to address alcoholism
and violence in the communities – well ahead of
development staff ’s agenda. In another, girls and staff
spoke of the value of having girls as leaders in some

aspect of community life and the effect that this had
on boys and parents. When girls are prevented from
participating, not only is violence less visible, but
girls’ and boys’ voices about how to prevent violence
are silenced.

According to the review, 57% of World Vision’s
large-scale community-development programmes
now include training on the Convention on the
Rights of the Child for community members, and
45% provide this training for children. Advocacy
work to address violence against girls is now occurring
in 37% of the development programmes surveyed, at
community and national levels.

Over the years, programmes that provide atten-
tion to girls’ status have had a reported impact on sta-
tus and responsibility, and on the resulting respect
from parents, siblings and communities. Successful
projects work to sensitise community members to the
value of girls. Community sensitisation is a complex
process. It involves measuring initial attitudes,
approaching key political, religious and educational
leaders, and developing a series of workshops or
events around child rights, including the rights of
girls. Valuing and promoting the status of girls can
also include recognition of girls’ current contribution
to families – as income earners, as caretaker of
younger siblings so parents can work and, when they
go to school, as teacher of siblings and of parent liter-
acy. Increasing respect for girls can lower violence
against them and strengthen their voice in the family
and community around other issues.

Addressing Girls,Violence and Status

Palestine
In countries where honour killings are practised, girls
who have been raped are physically isolated, aban-
doned and more – the perceived honour of the fami-
ly comes before the life of the girl. As in several other
countries across the world, a man is able to kill his sis-
ter or daughter if she is raped or has sexual relations
with a man. Thus, in addition to the trauma of the
rape, girls must hide from their families. A safe house
run by World Vision shelters girls who are under
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death threats from their families; it is the only avail-
able place in the community where the girls can stay
alive. Staff indicate that changing community atti-
tudes will take decades, but they are hopeful that
pressure from outside will lead to new valuing of the
lives of girls and women, and a reinterpretation of the
meaning of “honour.”

Bamako, Mali
Because they are often away from their families when
working, girls who work as domestics are extremely
vulnerable. World Vision and a partner agency,
l’Appui à la Promotion et à la Protection des Aides-
Familiales, work with adolescent girls who have left
rural communities to become maids in Bamako,
Mali. While attempting to reduce the out-migration
from rural communities, the project also improves
conditions and safety for girls in the city. Girls are
provided with literacy classes, human rights awareness
and access to health services, and they can lodge for-
mal complaints when maltreated. As girls who partic-
ipate in the programme have better skills and are
placed by the agency, employers have had changes in
attitudes and are more respectful of the girls. Both
employers and girls have had positive results from the
programme, and incidences of abuse have declined.

Usilampatty, India
World Vision projects addressing infanticide pro-
mote the contribution of girls to the household and
community. In Usilampatty, women and girls experi-
ence strong pressure to kill their female infants.
Tradition means that the financial burden for wed-
dings and ceremonies (at birth, puberty, marriage,
etc.) rests on the girl’s extended family, many of
whom provide additional pressure for female infanti-
cide. Women’s organisations support pregnant girls
and women by keeping them isolated for several days
after birth to increase bonding; the reasoning is that
it is more difficult for a woman to kill a child with
whom she has bonded. World Vision assists by pay-
ing families, providing additional money for health
care and food for children, and offering a nutrition
programme. Thus far, it has contributed to saving
683 girls. Many men still support female infanticide,
so work through the women’s organisations also

involves work with community leaders, men and
boys on attitudes, which have been identified as
slowly changing. 

Senegal
The importance of changing community attitudes
towards girls is a central theme in World Vision’s Girl
Child Centres. For several years, centres in Senegal
have successfully provided alternative education for
girls. The government responded to low literacy levels
by initiating an extensive community-education drive
for primary-school-aged girls; this left older girls with
extremely limited access to education. Girl Child
Centres provide literacy classes, health information
and skills training. Before the centres started operat-
ing, the community had little esteem for girls. Now, a
dramatic change in the way girls are treated is ascribed
to the existence of the centres and the contribution
girls make to their communities. Community mem-
bers and girls credit the programme with decreasing
out-migration – thus lowering girls’ vulnerability to
violence – as well as improving environment and food
hygiene in communities. Because girls from several
villages attend one centre, links among those villages
have been established, and lowered violence between
and among villages is attributed to the work of the
centres. Other changes include immunisation pro-
grammes and better family relations. Girls are able to
help their siblings with formal school and their moth-
ers with literacy.

Lessons Learned

Best practices, as reported and analysed during the
year-long review of development programmes, sug-
gest that much can be done to improve girls’ lives and
mitigate violence against them. (“Best practices” rep-
resent the most effective model strategies currently
implemented in some programmes, but not yet inte-
grated fully in most communities.)

Protection and Prevention Make for Better
Provision of Services
Provision of services such as education and health care
must be matched by attending to the violence that
prevents or limits girls’ access. Attending to girls’ low
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status is critical. To protect girls and prevent violence
against them:

• Low status must be examined, acknowledged and
addressed.

• Resources must be available to address negative
attitudes and behaviours towards girls over the
long term.

• Alternative ways of valuing girls must be
embraced, in turn leading to alternative models
of “manhood” that do not tolerate sexual abuse
and violence.

• It must be recognised that pressure to maintain
honour by protecting girls from violence can lead
to further human rights abuses. For example, in
many countries girls are denied access to educa-
tion after puberty.

• Best practices must be integrated into technical
projects, and links made among specialised and
general programmes. Addressing, and sometimes
merely talking about, gender relations can be
more difficult than building a dam.

• Organisations should look into partnerships that
improve their capacities to address violence.

Make Violence and Girls Visible
• Governments and NGOs must measure and doc-

ument key factors that affect girls’ lives, including
the incidence of girls dropping out of school,
receiving health care and migrating as domestic
workers or slaves. In addition, childbearing and
the relationship of maternal and child health to
age of marriage should be tracked. We need to
measure disparities directly, including those
around violence, and provide remedies in pro-
gramme planning, monitoring and evaluation.
Including girls and women in the count is not a
new issue, nor is recognising that girls and
women have different experiences than boys and
men.

• Violence against girls cuts across all sectors.
NGOs must find and address the implications in
their own sector.

• As an immediate, essential and low-cost interven-
tion, governments and NGOs must include girls’
participation in planning, measuring and evaluat-
ing community programmes. These groups need
to find out what’s really going on, and improve
programming integrity.

• Staff and programmes must lead by example in
valuing girls’ voices.
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Emerging Issues Regarding Violence against Girls

Harmful Social and Traditional Practices 

Cultural practices may be beneficial to all members, or may be harmful to a specific group.

Practices that harm girls include early marriage (leading to early pregnancy and associated

health and nutrition implications for mothers and children, and to early widowhood),

female infanticide, genital mutilation, dowry or bride price, and exploitative labour as

domestic workers (paid or unpaid). Despite their extraordinarily harmful nature and their

violation of international human rights law, these practices persist. Often such practices are

not questioned; in the eyes of those carrying them out, they may even take on an aura of

morality in preserving tradition. Communities and national governments perpetuate prac-

tices through laws that discriminate, or when laws are not enforced to protect girls.

World Vision addresses harmful traditional and social practices through community

sensitisation and long-term work in communities.While some practices are relatively spe-

cific to regions, early marriage and the exploitive use of girls’ labour as domestics are

adopted worldwide.

HIV/AIDS

The impact of HIV/AIDS on children in Africa and Asia is overwhelming. Adolescent girls

are at extreme risk, due to sexual abuse and exploitation, lack of knowledge, and physical

vulnerabilities during unprotected vaginal intercourse (their immature vaginal tracts face

greater risk of tearing). Most disturbing is the emerging trend of younger girls being raped

by men who are HIV positive – virgins are being mythologised as a “cure” for HIV/AIDS.

An increase in rape of girl children for this reason was referred to by girls and community

members in one of our series of focus groups.

Armed Conflict 

World Vision focuses on separated children in foster and transit centres, and increasingly

on meeting psychosocial needs in areas such as Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda, Sierra Leone and

Kosovo. Interviews with World Vision staff who work in child protection and family reuni-

fication indicate that the needs of girls before, during and after conflict are often the last

to be considered or met. Relief workers in all NGO and government organisations need

training to take the safety and health of girls into consideration in the design of camps, feed-

ing centres and other programmes. Relief workers from all NGOs need resources to

address violence against and sexual abuse of girls in camps; to provide health care, includ-

ing the treatment of STDs; to provide legal remedies; and, after the conflict, to address the

ongoing domestic violence against and rape of girls.



Introduction

It’s six o’clock in the morning and people are boarding

the subway train to go to work.Three children board one

of the carriages, and in the two minutes it takes for the

train to reach the next station, they do their work.The

oldest one, about 13 years old, starts singing an old ranchera song.The girl, maybe

nine years old, walks back and forth in the carriage with a small can in her hands

asking for a few pennies. Some people give a little, while others ignore her, and a

few more look at her with visible annoyance. In the meantime, the smallest child, 5

or 6 years old at the most, holding a small piece of cloth in one hand, kneels down

and starts to polish the shoes of one of the passengers.

“Get away, you filthy scoundrel,” reacts the man, kicking the child.“Don’t touch

my shoes! Can’t you see that they are clean?”And he rants on, swearing loudly at

the child.

The child looks at the woman sitting in the next seat and asks, “Would you

allow me, lady? We need to earn some money so that we can buy a taco to eat.”

The woman agrees and lets him polish her shoes. She gives him one peso.The train
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stops, the children say thank you and run away
to climb aboard the next carriage. They have
just started their working day.

In an alley between stairwells at another sub-
way station, three boys between 13 and 16 years
of age sleep on the floor, covered only with news-
papers. Another boy is preparing his mona (a
piece of cloth, cotton or paper that is soaked in
activo, a mixture of substances – thinner, petrol
and turpentine – to inhale). Another boy has
already started to inhale from his mona, his
eyes already lost, seeming to forget; he may be
dreaming of a world where he and his friends
have their own space, some affection and decent
shelter.

In a street near the bus station in the northern
part of the city, two girls, a boy and three very
small children are returning to their “home,” a
sewer that welcomes a number of children, their
city of refuge, the meeting place of the forgotten,
the excluded, of those who want to be family –
or simply just to be.

At the subway station in Hidalgo, the Alameda,
where many walk about on Saturdays and
Sundays, young boys wait for customers to sell
themselves for sex. Candelaria and La Merced
are old parts of the city, where the first migrants
from the provinces settled in the big capital.
There, women parade, offering their bodies to
the highest bidder. The faces of young girls, 11
to 14 years old, blend in among those of the
older women. Violence came into their lives
early and in different ways: through hunger,
poverty, indifference, neglect, mistreatment or
sexual abuse. They were used without their per-
mission and received no benefit from it; now
they use their own bodies and, in return, they

receive police protection, what they think is
“love,” money, favours, a warm bath, perhaps a
clean bed.44

These are images from Mexico City, where many
people continue to come to look for a better future,
only to discover social rejection, exploitation and vio-
lence in many forms. The picture is similar right
across Latin America and the Caribbean, where levels
of all forms of violence are spiralling and constitute a
major and complex problem facing the region. 

According to the Inter-American Development
Bank (IADB/BID), homicide rates in the region were
up 44% between 1984 and 1994;45 they are current-
ly the second highest in the world after sub-Saharan
Africa. To give but some examples, violent crime in
Mexico tripled between 1990 and 1996, and Brazil
has a murder rate comparable to that of a country
embroiled in civil war.46 In the region, out of 185 mil-
lion children, 6 million suffer “severe aggression every
year, and 80,000 die due to violence in the home.”47

Between 10 and 35% of women suffer physical vio-
lence, and between 30 and 50% are victims of psy-
chological violence.48

The reasons behind these growing levels of vio-
lence are complex. Among them are: an economic and
social system that leads many families to situations of
poverty, extreme poverty and exploitation; an authori-
tarian education system that excludes a significant por-
tion of the population; public authorities, middlemen
and family members who are willing to take advantage
of children’s vulnerability in order to make a profit,
seemingly without conscience or qualms. All of these
are compounded by the inadequate exercise of public
authority and by continuing social inequalities that
help to generate this social crisis.

The impact of the growing violence is frighten-
ing, especially where children are concerned. The
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45 M. Buvinic,A.R. Morrison and M. Shifter,“Violence in the Americas:A Framework for Action,” in A.R. Morrison and M.L. Biehl,
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challenging reality of violence against girls and boys
is revealed in figures, data, images and anonymous
faces; it is also made up of a multitude of people,
each of them with a name, a unique face and a life
history. Each is a dignified human being who is enti-
tled to benefit from all of the fundamental human
rights.

Where the impact of violence hits the most is
within the family.

World Vision’s Response

World Vision has been working in the Latin America
and Caribbean region for over 25 years, carrying out
both emergency preparedness and relief projects as
well as long-term child-focused community develop-
ment. Needless to say, the escalating violence is hav-
ing a significant impact on World Vision’s work with-
in the region. High levels of domestic violence, ethnic
tensions, protest and civil conflict take their toll on
the communities we work with, on our Area
Development Programme activities, and on staff and
community workers. 

In response to this, 12 World Vision offices across
Latin America and the Caribbean49 are taking part in
a study on the various faces of violence within the
region and the impact on the people with whom we
work. In addition, we have sought to identify pro-
grammatic and policy responses to build upon the

work that is already being undertaken and to increase
the effectiveness of our response. 

World Vision is already responding to the vio-
lence in a number of ways. These include running
workshops on abuse in the family, emphasising the
importance of child participation in building com-
munities for peace, and establishing and maintain-
ing telephone hotlines. Through the information
learned from current studies, further actions are
being developed. 

The “Faces of Violence in Latin America” study
reflects the disturbing trends in the region. The chil-
dren’s stories woven into this chapter have been cap-
tured by World Vision offices throughout the
region.50 They speak of abuse, neglect and extreme
violence. The stories also provide a very real window
into these children’s worlds in a way that statistics and
studies cannot. 

Violence in the Home

In many families, girls and boys live the pain of indi-
rect violence – violence exercised in their presence
against their mothers, other adults or brothers and sis-
ters. The violence against the mother, other women
and other family members is itself a warning, sent out
by the aggressor, that terrifies the child.

A study carried out in 1992 found that, in
Chile, women were beaten by their partners in one
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49 Within the broader theme of violence, the following subthemes have been identified as significant for the region.Alongside
each theme is the WV office undertaking the study:

• Armed conflict – WV Colombia
• The legacy of armed conflict in the region – WV El Salvador
• The terrorist legacy – WV Peru 
• Violence as a response to poverty (drug related, criminal gangs, etc.) – WV Guatemala
• Domestic violence – WV Chile
• Violence against women – WV Honduras
• Sexual exploitation of children – WV Dominican Republic
• Interracial violence – WV Bolivia 
• Urban violence – WV Mexico
• Rural violence – WV Nicaragua
• State violence – WV Haiti
• Structural violence – WV Brazil

50 All of the quotes from children included in this study are taken from interviews conducted by World Vision staff in the region
over the last two months.
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out of every four homes, and that women were 
psychologically attacked in at least one out of every
three homes.51 In Chile, violence in the home has
become a very serious social problem, one that
happens within a cultural context that legitimates
and reinforces violence as a customary way of con-
flict resolution. 

Most of the studies in Chile show that women are
the main victims of violence inside families, but Chile
is not alone in this respect. The impact of such vio-
lence on the family and upon children is great. 

I was living with her.… I took the street
because once he [my stepfather] tied my feet and
hands to beat me, and when he released me, I
took the streets.… Afterwards my mother came
to bring me back.… When I arrived with her,
my stepfather looked at me and beat my moth-
er because she went to bring me back. He was
furious because I was there in the house with
my mother. (Maria, 14 years old, Honduras)

Violence within the family affects other areas of
the children’s lives. Educational attainment offers but
one example: a study in Nicaragua showed that 63%
of the children of violence-affected families repeat
school years and abandon school at an average age of
9, in contrast to the national average of age 12.52

Often, violence within the family is also directed
at children. According to UNICEF data, 73.6% of
Chilean girls and boys are the object of some physical
or psychological violence from their parents.53 The
violence that develops within the family grows in a
spiral: girls and boys who are mistreated become
mothers and fathers who mistreat. A high percentage
of street girls and boys talk about neglect or physical,
emotional or sexual abuse in their homes as the rea-
sons they chose the street.

I hate her. Because she was not good to me, and
her duty was to take care of me, to take care of
us. I am a young girl and she had the obligation
to take an interest in us because my stepfather
could take care of himself. For me it is not to
have a family when your mother and father
treat you badly and throw you into the street.…
To me, she is not my mother. (Maria, 14 years
old, Honduras)

The Violence of Poverty

The problem of violence within the family is exacer-
bated by increasing levels of poverty and by the grow-
ing gap between the rich and the poor. There is a vis-
ible link between levels of physical abuse and issues
related to poverty: a study carried out in Chile in
1992 showed that physical abuse is five times more
likely in low-income families and that serious physi-
cal abuse is seven times more likely.54

The situation in the region in this respect does
not look promising. In Brazil, for example, between
October 1998 and January 1999, close to 50% of the
people who had risen out of poverty since 1994 fell
back below the poverty line. Unemployment in Chile
rose to 8.7% of the economically active population
between February and April 2000, its highest level in
eight years. Argentina and Mexico both have unem-
ployment rates twice the size of those at the beginning
of the 1990s. In Nicaragua, a staggering 85% of the
population lives below the poverty line.55 Over 70%
of families are classified as poor in Bolivia, Guatemala
and Haiti.56 In the region as a whole, 37% of the pop-
ulation lives below the poverty line; this represents
some 185 million people.57

Studies have shown that inequality in income dis-
tribution has increased levels of poverty in the
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region.58 Income distribution disparity in the region
continues to be the worst in the world;59 furthermore,
it is greatest in the countries that have done the best
economically, such as Mexico and Brazil. 

The results of rising levels of poverty and
marginalisation are felt in many ways, one of which is
in the breakdown of the family. The increasing num-
ber of families without employment and relying on
the informal economy has contributed to family
decay and a rising number of girls, boys and adoles-
cents that work and live on the streets. In 1995, the
Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean (ECLAC/CEPAL) found that without the
income brought in by the children, the incidence of
poverty in the household would rise by 10–15% and
the incidence of indigence by 5–15%. In Nicaragua,
the percentage of working children in the economi-
cally active population has doubled in the last four
years alone.60

I have friends who left school to go and work in
Managua as servants, and others who work
picking coffee and selling sweets in the market.
They try to find work rather than become
delinquents. (Maribel, 14 years old, Nicaragua)

According to UNICEF’s Progress of Nations
2000 report, more than half the children in the region
– over 95 million – live in conditions of poverty and
risk, and the number of children living in poverty
grows by 850,000 each year.61 In this way, more and
more children become vulnerable and are exposed to
other forms of violence.

The Violence of the Streets

The street, for many children, becomes a serious
option, a place where it is possible to find work and

company of some sort in order to survive, both eco-
nomically and emotionally. The street then sweeps
these children into an alternative network of circum-
stances that conspire to make them leave school and
to turn them increasingly into objects of negligence,
mistreatment and exploitation. Violence against street
children by police bodies has increased. Extortion,
illegal deprivation of liberty, physical injuries, threats,
sexual harassment and abuse, and torture are some of
the forms this violence takes. Death is another. 

I say, but well, who knows, I say that we are all
equal. It is not because they are clean that they
are better than us. We all eat alike, we all eat
the same. If we do not have, it is because we did
not have the support they had. It is because we
did not have the opportunity, the family that
they did have and who supported them. They
call us words, like dirty, drug addicts,
scoundrels, and similar things. When we are
eating, for example, they come by and throw us
trash, they spit at us, and I think that this is not
fair. I do not think this fair. (Flor, 17 years
old, Mexico)

Statistics on street children in the region are
notoriously unreliable, partly because it is difficult to
survey a mobile population, but also because it is very
hard to reach a common definition of what is a street
child – street working versus street living, for exam-
ple.62 Figures are therefore imprecise.

In Mexico, it is estimated that approximately
140,000 working girls, boys and adolescents use the
streets and the public spaces to meet their basic needs.
Of those, it is estimated that 30,000 are street chil-
dren. In Mexico City alone there are 15,000, ranging
from infants to 17-year-olds.63
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Sexual Violence

Two research exercises conducted recently in the
Dominican Republic came to the conclusion that the
road that leads to the commercial sexual exploitation
of children is built on lack of affection, cultural defi-
ciency and conditions of extreme poverty. The main
factors are permanent exposure to physical and moral
risk, mistreatment and sexual abuse, family instability
and breakdown, lack of affection and security, and
unmet basic needs.64

A survey of 422 victims of sexual exploitation
in the Dominican Republic showed that 44% of
the children’s fathers and stepfathers were working
on the streets as vendors, and that 48% of the par-
ents had separated. Marital break up was not a suf-
ficient condition in and of itself; rather, the deci-
sive factor seemed to be a new marital union, intro-
ducing into the family the presence of a stepfather
or stepmother.

In Latin America and the Caribbean over the last
ten years, there has been a noticeable increase in the
sexual exploitation of children.65 The exact number of
children involved is impossible to determine, as accu-
rate information is non-existent. The isolated facts we
have are thought to reveal only “the tips of an ice-
berg.”66

The Dominican Republic stands fourth in the
world in the ranking of commercial sexual exploita-
tion of children, according to statistics compiled for
the World Congress on this issue that took place in
Stockholm, Sweden, in August 1996. A study joint-
ly sponsored by the National Planning Office
(ONAPLAN) and UNICEF found that, in 1994,
the commercial sexual exploitation in that country
directly affected over 25,000 children. This incredi-
ble figure indicates that 2.5% of the population
between 6 and 18 years of age have been victims of
this kind of violence.

One day, when I was sent to fetch water to be
used in the house, he drew my attention and
invited me to come into his house, and he told
me he was going to buy me the ring, he put me
in bed and started fondling my whole body. I
screamed but he covered my mouth. That same
day he bought me the ring.

The next day, when I went to fetch water, he
forced me into the house and gave me 10 pesos
(US$1.20), he told me to undress and then he
fondled me, covering my mouth so that nobody
could hear me when I screamed; he took his
pants off, he was touching my whole body and
when I screamed he pressed me hard.

I was very small, only 10 years old and could
not defend myself against that man so big. I
said nothing to my mother, but I always expect-
ed that she would ask me something when I felt
sad, but she never said a thing. This made me
feel worst, like trash. All the money I gave to my
mother and she never asked me how I got it.
(Josefina, 12 years old, Dominican Republic)

Violence as a Response

One of the consequences of the combination of
poverty and violence in the region is that children
and young people have very low expectations about
the future. One-third of those interviewed in the
UNICEF research “Voz de los Niños, Niñas y
Adolescentes de America Latina y el Caribe” felt
that their country would be a worse place to live in
the near future.67 The main reasons they identified
were unemployment, violence and the inability of
the authorities to govern. It is hard to fault their
analysis; their response, thereby, becomes entirely
understandable. 

I say, why did my father never give me what I
needed? He had enough for his drinks, for his
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vices, for his women, but not for me, who was
his daughter. Why did my mother have enough
for her luxuries and for her son? Why did she
never have it for me? Why did my brother have
material things to give me but never the time to
sit down and talk and tell me, “Listen, how are
you doing at school? I am going to help you
study and I am going to teach you adding and
subtracting.” But he did have time to beat me,
to mistreat me, and to tell me that I was a
stupid girl. (Flor, 17 years old, Mexico)

According to the reports of the Civil Police Force
in El Salvador, in the metropolitan area of San
Salvador alone, there are approximately 20,000 young
people, mostly between 15 and 21 years of age, who
are part of street gangs or maras. In the maras, the
young people band together in the face of social decay
to create an identity and meaning as part of a group.
Stigma, exclusion, poverty and lack of hope lead the
young people to engage in criminal activities and vio-
lence. 

Research carried out in Guatemala with 290
members of gangs in 1997 and 1998 claimed that the
presence of women in the gangs increased from 20 to
44% in that short time,68 which is surprising, if true.

I have two sisters; there were five of us, but now
we are four.… The other one was killed. She
was the older. I was five years old when they
killed her; they have never told me if the gang
members killed her. Also my two brothers were
killed; we are five brothers and five sisters; only
one sister and two brothers are dead.… I do not
know either who killed my brothers; I only
know that it was some 25 years ago when they
were killed, before I was born.

When I started in the gang, it was nice because
I felt I had many friends, brothers, sisters. I told
them everything. I felt happy, but when I saw

that they raped a girl in my presence, I felt, I do
not know, I felt like crying because it seemed
that they were doing this to me.

Two years ago I killed an old woman because in
the gang they told me that I had to kill someone
and this blood was the one I was going to sac-
rifice.… I pushed her, and all in a sudden I
realized she was not breathing. She was old,
like 60 years old, and lived with her children.
The children were members of the gang “break-
era.” I killed the grandmother of members of the
gang. I felt a very deep pain because I felt I was
killing my own grandmother. (Rosa, 12 years
old, Guatemala)

The consequences of cases such as these go
beyond the immediate impact of violence and crime.
“At stake is the adequate construction of citizenship,
a process which is deeply rooted in the experiences of
the individual during childhood and adolescence,”69

and which is reflected in the increasing problems of
social cohesion across the region.70

A Spiralling Culture of Violence

The maras are a product of a society that has used vio-
lence as the only means to exercise power and to
negotiate. Violence is now always present, in homes
and on the streets. It has become part of daily life and
is crossing over into the very culture of the region.
Thus, violence is reflected in language and behaviour,
in the way of doing things and of solving conflicts.
This is true even in rural areas, which traditionally are
more peaceful.

My community has lost its peacefulness, mostly
during the night, because delinquents are
assaulting houses to steal. One day, Doña Flor,
my neighbor, was stolen the corn for next day’s
tortillas. The worst thing is that the people from
the community itself are the ones becoming
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delinquents. I think it is because of the unem-
ployment situation even if maybe this is not a
good reason enough. (Maribel, 14 years old,
Nicaragua)

In El Salvador, after 12 years of civil war, it was
felt that the signing of the Peace Agreements in
1992 heralded the end of violence. But, on the con-
trary, levels of violence have been increasing ever
since. Furthermore, many aggressors do not reflect
the typical criminal profile but, rather, appear to be
common, normal citizens under 30 years of age,
who had not reached beyond the sixth grade and
who are manual workers or campesinos. These acts of
violence, therefore, cannot be described as common
delinquency; they are indicators of a culture of vio-
lence that now permeates social relations.

That night we went to my grandmother’s house,
to help her to fetch firewood. When coming
back, I was talking with my father, while he
was indulging me. I remember that we went
into a coffee plantation and there he let me
down because he was tired. All was dark, but I
had a lamp in my hand. Suddenly we heard a
noise and he ask me for the lamp. When I pass-
ing it to him, I heard some shots and my father
stopped talking to me. Then I saw two men
with their eyes covered and my father laying on
the floor. They approached him, turned him
around, and beat him. I saw them searching
him and taking a few things from him. Then,
they went away. I remained there alone, not
knowing what to do. I talked to my father and
told him: “Dad, let us go home.” I approached
him to touch his head, but he had not it no
more. My hands were full of blood and I got
very scared. I started crying and ran away to
my house and told my mother everything.
(Ruth, 8 years old, El Salvador)

Breaking the Cycle of Violence

It is within this highly challenging context that World
Vision, along with other NGOs in Latin America, are

working towards the long-term construction of a cul-
ture of peace as an alternative to the current culture of
violence. This is a complex task, to be undertaken on
at least three fundamental levels:

• The first and most superficial level involves
responding to the immediate effects of violence.
Armed conflict, crime, and the exploitation and
abuse of children are among the many manifesta-
tions of this culture of violence that require an
immediate response.

• The second, and more substantive, level involves
the transformation of structures that sustain and
reinforce the violence. Because violence is rooted
in poverty and social inequity, the goals of pover-
ty eradication and social justice are directly linked
with the mitigation of violence and construction
of peace.

• The third level involves nothing less than a trans-
formation of people’s perceptions, values and
behaviours. It requires, among other things, that
children and youth, as principal victims and
future perpetrators of violence, are free to devel-
op and dream while staying out of harm’s way,
nurtured and mentored in positive and peaceful
directions within their families, schools, churches
and communities.71

In light of the above, World Vision calls for:

• A much greater level of investment in care, psy-
chosocial treatment and rehabilitation for the vic-
tims of violence, particularly for the children. 

• The effective implementation of existing legisla-
tion and a speeding up of the justice system in
order to facilitate people’s access to justice. This
should include suitable and child-friendly proce-
dures for children and young people in conflict
with the law.

• A greater degree of involvement of affected commu-
nities and the victims of violence – including chil-
dren and youth – in the search for effective solutions
and in monitoring human rights at the local level.
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• Training programmes aimed at the police, the
judiciary and other state services, such as the
heath system, to ensure that they are aware of the
issues and equipped to contribute to the care and
protection of children rather than to the violence
being perpetrated against them. There also needs
to be a greater emphasis on holding these actors
accountable for their actions.

• A far greater investment by governments in pro-
viding a social safety net for impoverished fami-
lies and ensuring that basic needs of health and
education are met, as well as the creation of
employment opportunities, especially ones aimed
at youth. Particular attention also needs to be
given to rural areas, which are so often neglected.

• Massive awareness-raising campaigns to increase
people’s understanding of the issues involved, of

the legislation that exists to protect them and of
the mechanisms they can access to ensure they
benefit from the protection of the law. 

• The forging of a broad alliance between govern-
ment and civil society to build a culture of peace
in the region, one that promotes the rights of
children and the values of solidarity and mutual
respect and that rejects the use of violence as a
valid means of conflict resolution.

• An increase in the level of support received from
international donors to tackle the root causes of
poverty and social exclusion, as well as to invest
in specific initiatives aimed at curbing the grow-
ing levels of violence in the region.

Faces of Violence in Latin America

52



53

Sources
The chapters in this report are summaries of case studies and research projects conduct-

ed and published by World Vision.You may obtain the full reports from the following offices:

Chapter 1: Crying Out: Children and Communities Speak on Abuse and Neglect

Available from: International Policy and Advocacy Office 

World Vision UK

599 Avebury Boulevard

Milton Keynes, MK9 3PG, UK

Tel: 44 -1908 84 10 10

Fax: 44 -1908 84 10 01

Chapter 2: Children's Work,Adult's Play: Child Sex Tourism a Problem in Cambodia

Available from: Policy and Advocacy

World Vision Partnership Offices

800 West Chestnut Avenue

Monrovia, California  91016-3198, U.S.A.

Tel: 001-626-301-7722

Fax: 001-626-358-2548

Chapter 3: Every Girl Counts: Development, Justice and Gender

Available from: Advocacy and Government Relations

World Vision Canada

6630 Turner Valley Road

Mississauga, ON  L5N 2S4, Canada

Tel: 001-905-821-3033

Fax: 001-905-821-1354

Chapter 4: Faces of Violence in Latin America

Available from: Office of the Regional Advocacy and Policy Director 

Latin America & Caribbean Regional Office

Apartado 133, 2300 Curridabat

San Jose, Costa Rica, C.A.

Tel: 001-506-234-1419

Fax: 001-506-224-7335
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World Vision Publications

800 West Chestnut Avenue

Monrovia, California, 91016-3198

U.S.A.

Tel: 001-626-301-7720

Fax: 001-626-301-7789

Email: wvpp@wvi.org



WORLD VISION is a Christian relief and development

partnership which serves more than 70 million people in nearly

100 countries.World Vision seeks to follow Christ’s example by

working with the poor and oppressed in the pursuit of justice

and human transformation.

Children are often most vulnerable to the effects of poverty.

World Vision works with each partner community to ensure

that children are able to enjoy improved nutrition, health and

education. Where children live in especially difficult circum-

stances, surviving on the streets, suffering in exploitative labour,

or exposed to the abuse and trauma of conflict, World Vision

works to restore hope and to bring justice.

World Vision recognises that poverty is not inevitable. Our

Mission Statement calls us to challenge those unjust structures,

which constrain the poor in a world of false priorities, gross

inequalities and distorted values. World Vision desires that

all people are able to reach their God-given potential, and thus

works for a world which no longer tolerates poverty.
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