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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 

‘You've not yet shed the ginger from your head.’
1
Khmer proverb 

 

This chapter identifies the research questions for this thesis and how I set out to 

address them. It then considers reflexively what I have brought to the research, both positive 

and potentially negative, after which it describes how the thesis is structured.  

 

Research questions, rationale and context 

This research seeks to explore how violence affects ordinary children‟s lives in 

contemporary Cambodia by asking a number of linked questions (Figure 1.1).  It seeks to 

establish the incidence of violence involving Cambodian children, as reported by children 

themselves. (This is partly in order to provide baseline figures, which do not currently exist.) 

It enquires into the context of violence involving children, focusing on whether it is likely 

that structural violence and cultural and religious factors contribute to interpersonal violence 

involving children. It explores how violence impacts on children‟s lives in Cambodia, and 

children‟s own perceptions and understandings of this. It asks whether children who 

experience one type of violence are also likely to experience other types of violence, as 

suggested by recent research on „poly-victimisation‟ in different contexts. Finally, it 

considers how policy can address the problems of violence involving children, again with a 

particular focus on how this is understood by children themselves. 

                                                           
1
 This proverb describes how ground ginger paste is put on the fontanel of infants to protect the soft spot and to 

encourage it to bond over. It is a common expression used by Cambodian elders to those who think they know better than 

them. It is a reminder of how children‟s opinions are undervalued in Cambodia but also a reminder to me of how little I still 

know. 
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Figure 1.1: Developing the research questions 

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

These questions will be addressed in the following ways. (1) The relevant literature 

will be reviewed in order (a) to understand the socio-political and cultural history of 

Cambodia and (b) to establish some of what is known about the causes and consequences of 

violence affecting children. (2) Children‟s experiences and understandings of violence will 

be investigated through a combination of survey and focus group methods. The main focus 

of this research is on children‟s perspectives, and to a lesser extent on adults‟ perspectives. 

Children‟s perspectives are often ignored in this area, but this research will seek to 

demonstrate that, in spite of the challenges, careful, reflexive and ethical research can enable 

useful data to be obtained.  

The focus of the research was on „ordinary‟ violence on „ordinary‟ children, rather 

than extreme forms of violence on a minority of vulnerable children. Bullying and physical 

punishment, in home and school, were therefore included. In addition, less common but still 
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significant forms of violence involving children – sexual abuse, selling of children and 

adolescent violence towards adults – were all included. (The reasons for choosing these six 

categories are explained more fully on page 7 below.) Questions were designed to explore 

children‟s own perceptions of the prevalence and seriousness of violence involving children. 

The effects of violence are not always direct, and in order to understand the extent of 

children‟s exposure to violence we also asked whether they had observed or heard of other 

children experiencing violence in their community. Because children‟s experience, direct or 

indirect, of particular types of violence might vary according to gender, socio-economic 

status, family status or location, data was collected with a view to identifying any variation 

according to these factors.  

 

A working definition of „violence‟ is problematic because it can be understood to 

have different meanings for different stakeholders, but the one used for this research is based 

on the World Health Organization definition which states it is:  

„the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, 

another person or against a group or community that either results in or has a high 

likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, mal-development or 

deprivation.‟ (WHO 1996: 2)  

 

This definition encompasses an understanding that violence is a product of multiple factors. 

The six types of violence involving children selected for this research all fit this definition. 

In the belief that violence involving children is best understood using an ecological 

approach, the theoretical framework underpinning this study is based on Belsky‟s model 

(Belsky 1993). In this model, it is understood that violence affecting children in any context 

is multiply determined; the result of transactional processes involving the child, the parents 

and the family, the community and the historical, socio-cultural, political and religious 

context. Woodhouse (2006) suggests that an „ecological approach teaches us to look at the 

world through the child‟s eyes‟; perhaps this is most effectively achieved when we ask the 

children themselves, as I have sought to do here. Another strength of the ecological 

approach is that it allows for other theoretical approaches to be drawn on as appropriate in 

different parts of the overall picture. This is explained more fully in Chapter 3. 

 

According to Malley-Morrison (2004), countries have „different histories and 

cultural contexts that are likely to give rise to different implicit theories concerning the 
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acceptability of aggression in close relationships and to different “stories” concerning the 

effects and justifiability of such aggression.‟ This research provides some of the „stories‟ of 

children (and some adults) in the Cambodian context by giving them a voice. Although we 

must be careful not to overemphasise the child as victim here (which might disempower 

them), Das (1987: 13) has suggested that „the victim (of violence) rarely gets an opportunity 

to express their point of view.‟ This research seeks to provide that opportunity. 

 

Drawing on several data sets of retrospective studies of children from different 

countries, Elder (1998: 11) has suggested that „the life course of individuals is embedded in 

and shaped by the historical times and places they experience over their life-time.‟ He goes 

on to say that „lives are socially organized in biological and historical time‟ and describes 

how „the resulting social pattern affects the way we think, feel, and act...human development 

is embedded in the life course and historical time.‟ This is of relevance to the way children 

at different ages experience and perceives violence, and the ways in which perpetrators 

respond, as well as the ways in which preventive programmes are developed. Otherwise, 

there is a danger that children are seen as basically all the same, and programmes are copied 

instead of being contextualised. At the same time, it is understood that not all children (or 

adults) are affected by the context in the same way; even in a high risk environment some 

children may remain safe from violence, and others may not become perpetrators. 

 

There are differences between and within countries in the types of social 

environmental contexts in which attitudes, values and behaviours develop. This may affect 

the incidence of violence, and also the ways in which victims respond. In this thesis, some 

comparisons are made with research in other parts of Asia, neighbouring Thailand and 

Vietnam in particular. However, because the research is being conducted in one country, it is 

not possible to make systematic comparisons in the way that a cross-cultural study might do. 

We are also unable to make systematic comparisons within Cambodia, when the most 

salient factors – such as poverty or the experience of the Khmer Rouge – have affected nearly 

every family. This study can point to contributing factors, but cannot estimate the strength of 

these factors in the way that a careful case-control study might do.  

Understanding the aetiology of violence involving children is the first step in trying 

to address it through preventative interventions. Rather than tending to focus on the 
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particular aspects of the child, the parents or their relationship as the cause of violence 

involving children, the ecological approach involves a much broader understanding. 

However, when exploring causes at neighbourhood level, problems such as violence 

involving children are often clustered together, so it is likely that common underlying 

processes are linked. Identifying individual families at risk is time-consuming for 

practitioners and expensive too. Also, even when individual behaviour has changed, the 

environment has not, making recidivism likely. As Freisthler et al. (2006: 264) say, „the 

neighborhood approach allows for primary prevention activities aimed at populations of 

families living in neighborhoods with characteristics deemed high risk for potential abuse 

and neglect. Interventions that change neighborhood conditions may have a greater 

probability of creating and sustaining safer environments for children.‟ They go on to give 

an example of how reduction in availability of alcohol may have an effect in reducing child 

maltreatment, and they explore the association between child maltreatment and a number of 

neighbourhood characteristics including impoverishment, housing stress, childcare burden, 

unemployment, alcohol and drug availability, family structure, neighbourhood density and 

social support. Although this research can determine what children think can prevent 

violence involving children, it is outside the scope of this research to determine 

effectiveness of these suggestions.  

 

Also relevant is the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), which asserts that all children have the right to a life free of violence. Although it 

has many critics, the UNCRC provides an internationally agreed instrument which is also 

consistent with an ecological paradigm. It addresses children‟s rights at an individual and a 

societal level, with responsibility shared by parents, communities and governments to 

protect children in a systematic way. It is also currently used as a framework by most NGOs 

and governments, so is likely to be understood by stakeholders and decision makers. 

 

Research of this nature in the „North‟ tends to focus on „micro‟ issues, perhaps 

because foundational research in many areas has already been conducted and there is 

sufficient research capacity to go into greater depth. In the „South‟ this is not the case, and 

broader-based foundational research is required to establish a baseline from which more 

detailed research can be conducted. One purpose of this research was to provide that kind of 
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a baseline, at least for the types of violence involving children selected for study. Physical 

punishment of children in the home and school were selected because the little evidence 

available pointed to significant levels of physical punishment in the home, and descriptions 

of severe punishment in schools led me to take that seriously too. Peer bullying was 

included because I wanted to explore child-to-child violence as well as adult-to-child, and 

because it is an aspect often neglected. Sexual abuse was included because it is an area of 

much speculation in the context of what are seen to be significant levels of sexual 

exploitation. Youth violence was included because it was considered that to explore child-

to-adult violence would provide a richer understanding. Selling of children was included in 

the six, not only because it often involves violence but because there is a growing concern 

specifically in the area of trafficking, so reporting back to those who were interested in this 

specific area might enable them to see the wider context of other forms of violence that 

Cambodian children experience.  

   

Although it would have been easier to have conducted research on only one type of 

violence, doing research on six different types of violence enabled me to explore links 

between different types of violence. Even though these links might remain tentative, they 

would provide important stepping stones for future research. It would also enable me to 

compare the seriousness children attributed to different types of violence, and to compare 

children‟s own priorities with the priorities which adults often assume – e.g. the seriousness 

of physical punishment compared to sexual abuse.  

 

The majority of research on these issues in the South is conducted by international 

development researchers, who often take little account of culture and history. In contrast, 

this research is firmly placed in the recent historical and cultural context of Cambodia, 

looking at how childhood has been perceived „traditionally‟ in the past, during the „Khmer 

Rouge‟ era and in recent times. It was hoped that tentative links between these historical and 

cultural milestones and the ways in which children experienced violence could be made.  

 

The research would then explore children‟s ideas about how violence might be 

addressed, including the importance of people in their community, which has often been 

described as fragmented following the communist era. Did a significant number consider 
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that parents, police and community leaders would intervene or not, and if not, what 

alternatives did they suggest? This was in order to inform programme development, in the 

belief that children, those closest to the issue, could make a significant contribution to 

understanding and policy.  

 

Factors that influenced the planning of the research 

 

This research is applied social science, and was intended to contribute to policy and 

practice. It was therefore linked to the policy development and priorities of civil society, 

rather than developed out of an elegant set of theories. The theoretical framework should be 

understood in this light. It also needed to take into consideration the interest of my 

employers, as I explain below. 

 

With the cost to my family and self of the time spent on this research, it was 

important to me that the research had meaning and value. Doing research in a context such 

as Cambodia attributes value to the context. Doing research in every province suggests that 

children from every province are important, even remote ones, not just those close to the 

major cities. Research in Cambodia, even those that are supposed to represent national 

surveys, tends to be conducted in provinces that have the easiest access. Doing research with 

children is a statement that they are worth doing research about and are not just objects or 

subjects (Woodhead and Faulkner 1999). Listening to children‟s understandings says they 

have something worth hearing. 

 

Tearfund
2
 accepted me from 2000-2005 to do the research as part of my job 

description as a full-time child protection adviser based in Cambodia. Tearfund are not 

primarily a child-focused organisation. In one way, this gave me more freedom to develop 

the research, as long as it was consistent with my job description, which was to support 

faith-based and other organisations to understand the context and work more effectively 

with children. They needed to be convinced that the time taken doing the research would be 

of value to the organisation as well as to my personal development. I had previously worked 
                                                           
2
 Tearfund (www.tearfund.org) is a Christian development organisation working with faith-based partners in approximately 

70 countries around the world. They have become more focused in the time I have worked with them putting more 

emphasis on poverty alleviation, advocacy and addressing HIV, but they also have a particular concern for „children at 

risk‟. 

http://www.tearfund.org/
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on the Thai-Cambodian border from 1987-1992, and then in Cambodia itself during 1993 so 

I already had experience working with Cambodians.  

 

My research focused mostly on children to ascertain their own experiences and what 

they themselves had observed or heard about, so methods that did not involve face to face 

interviews and were non-threatening or non-confrontational were essential. My previous 

experience taught me to appreciate that Cambodian children were usually not asked their 

opinion by adults and are rarely involved in an adult dialogue, so I expected that we would 

need to find creative methods to help them to „open up‟. Having done research with children 

before, I was already convinced that what they had to say was significant and usually 

undervalued but if it was framed right I felt convinced that what they said could be used in 

policy and planning. Although there is some debate about whether those doing ethnographic 

research can be advocates (Hastrup and Elsass 1990), I saw this as an essential part of the 

process.  

 

I decided to focus research around young adolescents (13 and 14 years) when 

children are in transition between childhood and adulthood, partly because it provided a 

window when children may have already experienced different kinds of violence as a child 

and be in a position to reflect on this. It also provided an opportunity where children could, 

with confidence, be asked developmentally about their opinions with confidence that they 

understood the question and could articulate their responses. It was felt they would be able 

to understand the concept of confidentiality, if explained, even if their experience with 

adults may have made them distrustful of this.  

 

The research was developed in the field in the light of observations and 

circumstances that were able to close some doors and open others. The process was iterative 

so that previous experience built on new experiences and research was adapted accordingly. 

With previous experience doing research in developing countries, I understood that in the 

context of Cambodia, change would be part of what was to be expected.  

 

I wanted to find research methods that would be both child-friendly and the results 

would be end-user friendly. One of the challenges of this research with children was the 
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process of information getting from the child to the researcher so that barriers that prevent 

the child expressing themselves and barriers that might block the researchers understanding 

are overcome. I decided that one starting point to achieve this was to use role plays prior to 

focus group discussion and then secondly to use anonymous questionnaire surveys with 

school children. The former would answer some of the why questions. The latter would 

answer some of the prevalent questions and additional Open-ended questions in the surveys 

would provide more qualitative data.  

 

Although the research started with an emphasis on qualitative research, in discussion 

with colleagues in Cambodia, it soon became apparent that prevalent data needed a higher 

profile if the results were to be taken with any degree of seriousness by the Government, 

United Nations and local media who all tended to favour statistics. Ennew (2008) recently 

said, „Child-led research must have numbers if it‟s to be relevant to policy and planning.‟  

 

The research gave children, not normally given an opportunity to say anything even 

at a local level, an opportunity to say what they thought, and could therefore act as a bridge, 

however fragile, between children and decision makers.
3
  

 

I am aware that my own experiences and beliefs affect the interpretation of the data, 

perhaps more than if I were conducting research with British children, where I might have 

made assumptions that my childhood, however long ago, which was also British would have 

given me better access to children‟s understandings. Over the past thirteen years, the 

„personalisation‟ rather than an observational view of fatherhood has changed my 

understandings of children as I have become the father of three children including the 

adoption of a Cambodian child. While writing up this thesis, I have been the primary child 

carer as my wife works full-time, giving me further insights into some of the stresses and 

reasons why parents might resort to violence, as well as my own children‟s experiences of 

bullying, potential sexual abuse and racism. While others may suggest that this could affect 

my objectivity, alternatively it may motivate me to become more focused and committed to 

seeing research conducted well. 

 
                                                           
3
 The emphasis of the UN Study on Violence against Children (www.violencestudy.org) fits in very well with the research 

and so even though this came about after I had started the research, it could be used as part of Cambodia‟s contribution to 

the study (see Chapter 9). 

http://www.violencestudy.org/
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As an unmarried man, I had trained and worked as a child health nurse in London. 

Nurses have a particularly intimate relationship with children because they often need to 

care for them in a way that only parents normally have the opportunity of doing. Reassuring 

children and parents in physical and psychological pain is an essential requirement, but 

although nurse training even in the 1980s recognised the need for empowerment of and 

partnership with children, the more patronising models of nursing still dominated. After 

several short-term experiences of working as a nurse in India, Pakistan and the Philippines, I 

then became a relief worker with a particular concern for Cambodian children‟s health and 

protection in the refugee camps of Thailand. The discourse of relief work in this setting was 

predominantly protection rather than empowerment, where decisions are made by the UN 

and relief agencies. Later, I worked as a team leader of a development project in the slums 

of Phnom Penh, where my wife and I lived alongside the poor. I conducted public health 

research in the slums (Miles et al. 1994) but this was surveying families rather than direct 

research with children themselves. On my return to the UK, I did more research with parents 

and professionals to develop a resource centre for children with special needs (Miles 1995). 

During graduate training in London, I became a child health researcher. My thesis was based 

on research in a remote part of Isaan in Northern Thailand with children on drugs, alcohol 

and tobacco use (Miles 1998). Before undertaking this PhD, I was able to do research with 

militarised children on the Thai-Myanmar borders (Miles 2000b) and with children on child 

sexual exploitation in Sri Lanka (Miles 2000a) both listening to children‟s views. I also co-

edited a textbook (Miles and Wright 2003
4
) for Christians working with children at risk in 

developing countries which contained a section on listening to and participation of children 

and contributed to the Tearfund Child Participation manual (Stephenson, Gourley and Miles 

2004). These experiences have led to a tremendous respect for children‟s understandings. At 

the same time, I have become more aware of the changing social construction of childhood 

in my own culture (Jenks 1996) contrasts with the way children are seen in developing 

countries. 

 

There has recently been some consideration about how religious beliefs or atheism 

can affect reflexivity (Blanes 2006). My religious beliefs are very significant to me. From 

my non-conformist free-church background I have inherited a strong respect for the Bible 

                                                           
4 The „Celebrating Children‟ curriculum is available on the website: www.celebratingchildrentraining.info  
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and believe that children are made in the image of God and therefore have inherent worth. 

Jesus himself put a child in the midst of his disciples to challenge their perceptions of power 

differentials and the importance of children (Matthew 18:1-6). From my Quaker mother I 

have also „inherited‟ a commitment to non-violence, tolerance and a „social conscience‟. I 

am aware that Christians are often accused of imposing their beliefs on people with their 

own culture and beliefs but I believe children should be given choices which may include 

the choice to choose a different path. The Bible contains many examples of children playing 

significant roles so I am also committed to giving children a voice and where that is not 

possible, to advocate for them and protect those who are most vulnerable. I am well aware 

that other Christians have justified the use of violence in physical punishment in the home 

and school as a „duty‟ by referring to the Old Testament verse (Proverbs 13:24) frequently 

misquoted as „Spare the rod, spoil the child‟ although this emphasis is changing somewhat 

(Marshall and Parvis 2004: 253; Miles 2003). I believe that this verse has been used out of 

context to justify abusive behaviour which is contrary to my understanding of what Scripture 

says about respecting, nurturing and loving the child. While I accept that there may be 

cultural, structural and psychological reasons why some people are more likely to maltreat 

children, I also believe that they have choices. Whilst recognising the influences of the 

wider eco-system, people must accept personal responsibility. As Elder (1998: 4) has 

suggested, „individuals construct their own life course through the choices and actions they 

take within the opportunities and constraints of history and social circumstances.‟ 

 

Rather than ignore or view violence as „normal‟, an alternative is to challenge it and 

offer non-violent alternatives, seeking to encourage people to value rather than abuse 

children, where possible in the context of a loving, supportive family unit, as part of a wider 

community. I also believe Christian organisations can do this effectively using child rights 

as a medium (Ennew and Stephenson, 2004; Stephenson, 2003; World Vision, 2002). 

 

I believe that sex is a significant and pleasurable part of a stable loving relationship 

(ideally within marriage) but that sexual abuse of children or adults is emotionally, 

spiritually and physically destructive. I also choose not to ignore that some church leaders 

have been actively involved in sexual abuse of children in institutions that are run by the 

church (Finkelhor 2003) and I believe where this has been covered up, that it is also an 

affront to God. One feminist position contrary to traditional theology of the crucifixion asks: 
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„What kind of God would base salvation on the suffering and torture of an innocent person?‟ 

(Brown and Bohn 1989). I do not accept this position, believing the cross to be where there 

is healing and redemption for victims and recovering perpetrators (Poling 1991). I also 

believe in the model of Jesus, believing the practice of servant-hood supersedes that of 

patriarchy. I therefore believe that my beliefs motivate me to act in a compassionate (and 

sometimes sacrificial) way towards the victim.  

 

Structure of the thesis 

 

In Chapter 2, the cultural and historical context of Cambodia in which the research 

was conducted is considered: the Hindu-Buddhist „traditional‟ perspective pre-Pol Pot, the 

„Khmer Rouge‟ period and the aftermath, and the contemporary situation. The chapter 

explores how these have impacted on Cambodian children, both at the time and since.  

 

Chapter 3 reviews definitions of violence in the context of children‟s lives, 

recognising that definitions and the process of defining is often challenging for a number of 

reasons. This chapter then examines how prevalent different types of violence selected for 

this thesis are in Cambodia and elsewhere, as far as can be ascertained from available 

literature, and some of the consequences of violence for the child, community and nation. 

Finally, it explores some current theories about ways in which violence is caused and may 

be tackled. 

 

 

Chapter 4 explores some of the methodological challenges of gathering data from 

children in the Cambodian context, including ethical considerations and how these were 

addressed. It explains what methods were used in the research and the rationale for these.  

 

In Chapter 5, the results are presented of the quantitative research conducted for this 

thesis. This was a questionnaire-based survey conducted with schoolchildren in every 

province of Cambodia. The findings include children‟s reports of prevalence and their 

responses to visual prompts concerning different situations of violence.  
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Chapter 6 gives the results of the qualitative research; in particular the narrative 

responses of focus groups of children following role play exercises, also based on visual 

prompts of situations of violence involving children. It also gives the results from a small 

number of adult focus groups  

 

In Chapter 7, the findings of the research are discussed in relation to the earlier 

review of the literature. This includes analysis of the indications of prevalence, discussion 

on children‟s perceived seriousness of different types of violence and what children think 

could improve their situation. The chapter also explores children‟s understandings of rights 

and how they compare to adults. The limitations of the research are discussed, and 

suggestions made for further research. 

 

Chapter 8 offers a detailed exploration of how children‟s voices are heard, some of 

the ways in which they are blocked, and the challenges of presenting such data in an 

environment where children‟s views are undervalued. It explains the strategy used to 

influence policy on the basis of the research.  

 

Chapter 9 provides a conclusion, reviewing the research questions and how 

successfully they have been addressed. It explores what was done well, what could have 

been done differently and where the research could lead in the future.  
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Chapter 2 

 

Cambodian Culture, Violence and Children 

 

It is important that this research is firmly placed within an understanding of the 

context of Cambodian cultural values. As Elder (1998: 3) has suggested, „the life course of 

individuals is embedded in and shaped by the historical times and places they experience 

over their life-time.‟ This chapter will explore three particular aspects of Cambodian culture 

and history
5
 which bear on violence and have impinged on children‟s lives in the past up to 

the present.  

 

First, religion and tradition will be explored. Although this was in place pre-Khmer 

Rouge, much is still of relevance today; secondly, the consequences of the „Khmer Rouge‟ 

revolution (1975-1979); thirdly, contemporary influences including a free market, human 

rights and global youth culture. In each case, there will be consideration of the scholarly 

literature available about the impact on socialisation and social control of children and 

communities, taking account of gender and age differentials and attitudes to sex. This 

chapter also functions as a literature review of the ethnographic materials about children in 

Cambodia. 

 

Proverbs have been used throughout this chapter, and the whole thesis, because they 

often provide a succinct way of understanding the Cambodian cultural world view. They are 

used because they resonate with people‟s understandings about the way people behave. They 

are evidence of what people say, and that certain elements are present in the culture, but they 

cannot be read as evidence of actual behaviour, or of what people necessarily believe. They 

should certainly not be used in any way to stereotype the way people think or act, and this is 

not the intention here. 

                                                           
5
 A summary of Cambodia‟s history is given in Appendix 2 
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‘Traditional’ and religious influences on Cambodian children 

 

‘The bamboo shoot takes the place of the bamboo.’ Khmer proverb 

 

 

Cambodia is nestled between Thailand, the Gulf of Siam, Laos and Vietnam (see 

Appendix 1). It has been influenced by the traditionally hierarchical Indian culture since the 

third and fourth centuries and so a mixture of ancient Hindu/Brahmanism/Buddhism 

influence and animism/spirit worship persists. Therevada Buddhism (Buddhism of the 

Lesser Vehicle) had become the dominant religion in Cambodia by the end of the thirteenth 

century. One of the basic tenets was the notion of ‘karma’. Everyone‟s life is affected by 

their karma („kampia’ in Cambodian) which is affected by previous incarnations and this 

contributes to „a feeling of resignation towards one‟s personal fate‟ (Ponchaud 1996: 8). 

Poverty and gender are seen by many as being „karmic’, i.e. the poor are so intimidated and 

resigned to their kampia that they do not believe that change is possible. In 2003, my wife 

was working in an AIDS clinic where a mother attending the clinic had sold her children. 

When asked why she did, she said it was their „kampia’. 

 

Religious values continue to control people‟s lives. As well as regular visits to the 

Buddhist temples, people often felt the need to propitiate the neak taa (ancient spirit) 

(Ponchaud 1990: 192, 209) either as individuals or as a community. Spirit houses are 

common outside Cambodian houses.  

 

The basic tenets of Therevada Buddhism are „subject to varying and sometimes 

contradictory interpretations‟ (Ovensen et al. 1996: 76). Promotion of non-violence and 

compassion is contradicted by the other law of ‘kampia’. Thus, the subjugation of slaves to 

create the Angkor Wat
6
 must have involved much violence and torture. „Patterns of extreme 

violence against people defined as enemies have long roots in Cambodia‟ (Vickery 1984: 7). 

Absolute power has characterised Khmer politics, from historical „warrior Kings‟ to 

equivalent politicians today (Seanglim Bit 1991: 61). Cambodian leaders (including Pol Pot) 

have drawn on the image of Angkor as the pinnacle of a time of unchallenged power.  

                                                           
6  Angkor Wat is a large temple in Siem Riep which is of huge religious and political significance to the Khmer 

people. It is the largest temple in an area that composes the largest religious complex in the world. 
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Although the central ethical precepts of Buddhism, „ahimsa’, ‘karuna’, and ‘metta’ 

(non-harm, compassion and loving-kindness) emphasize that violence causes suffering both 

to the victim and the perpetrator, the notion that „violence begets violence‟ is seen as an 

acceptable means of exerting one‟s political will. If the intended victim is perceived as 

„without merit‟ generally, hostility is acceptable and the perpetrators exonerated (Seanglim 

Bit 1991: 65-66). 

 

The remains at Angkor Wat (8
th 

- 15
th

 century) portray a scene of a woman attending 

another woman in childbirth and another of a mother appearing to play with her children. 

There is little other archaeological evidence of childcare at that time but women continue to 

be the primary child carers in Cambodia today. However, the Chinese visitor, Tcheou Ta-

Kuan, in 1296 reported the deflowering of young girls in a religious ceremony in the city of 

Angkor (Ta-Kuan 1993
7
) though little detailed description is given here of what this 

involved and the consequences for children. Religious prostitution is no longer practised in 

Cambodia but child prostitution continues. Evidence of children‟s lives from the middle 

ages to the French colonial period is limited. Few historical documents survived the 

genocide. 

   

From the beginning of a child‟s life the parents are fearful of the impact of the spirit 

world on the child. In the traditional Cambodian worldview, children‟s development is seen 

as non-linear, circular development where the child‟s current life is linked to past lives. The 

child already has a history, a past that is brought into the present (Rodier 1999: 14-16). A 

key belief is that the mother of their child‟s previous incarnation can influence the current 

life of the child. Mothers must be neither too affectionate nor too aggressive towards the 

child in case it creates jealousy or anger in the preceding birth mother (ibid: 15). 

Disharmony between the child and parent or between the parents may also anger her (the 

preceding birth mother) (Eisenbruch 1998: 508).  Where she is jealous or angry she might 

                                                           
7
 Tcheou Ta-Kuan „does not say much about the nature of the disputes and offences. The only example mentioned is in the 

case of adultery. The wronged husband grips the lover‟s feet in a vice and the lover must relinquish all his possessions to 

the husband. Punishments catch the traveller‟s attention. Serious offences are punishable by death „The offender is placed 

in a grave dug outside the Western gate. The grave is filled with compacted earth and all is over. Amputation (fingers, toes, 

nose) was a common punishment for minor offences‟ (UNESCO 2002: 28). 
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try to „take the child back‟ by causing the child to become sick and die,
8
 so that it will be 

born back into the spirit realm (Rodier 1999: 15). This phenomenon; ‘skan’ affects children 

up to twelve years old and may explain why younger children are less likely to be beaten but 

is the cause of terrible fear and anxiety in the mother when they are.  

 

Although one proverb says „Bend metal while it is still hot‟ (ibid: 14) suggesting that 

while children may be a product of their past, parents and other significant adults can 

influence their development, the more dominant view appears to be more karmic where the 

link between generations is negatively portrayed such as the proverbs: „The offspring of 

ducks are still ducks‟ and „If the seed is not good, it won‟t grow well even when planted in 

good soil‟ (Arensen 2003: 41), suggesting that nature is seen as more important than nurture.  

 

In the traditional Cambodian patron-client hierarchy, the King is the pinnacle and 

father and all his subjects are his „children‟, and „all relations are hierarchically ordered‟ 

primarily expressed along the elder-younger dimension (Ovensen et al. 1996: 34). 

Traditionally, parent-child piety demands absolute obedience and complete devotion to 

parents, thus creating generational subordination of children. However, this is enhanced by 

genuine affection between parents and their children and these emotional bonds are further 

strengthened by mutual interdependence of parents and children. This interdependence is 

illustrated in the proverb, „The bamboo shoot takes the place of the bamboo‟ (Hill and Hill 

2005) but „the family will try as much as possible to rely only on itself‟ (UNESCO 2002).  

 

Families would traditionally arrange marriages while the betrothed individuals were 

still very young. Friends made promises to each other that their children would marry, often 

with young people who gravitated around the family circle (Nepote 1992). Then in the rural 

setting, the young mother was constantly under the surveillance of the grandmother who 

provided advice and passed on traditional values. The mother was the dominant figure in the 

early years, with assistance from grandmother or older sibling. Family ties incorporated 

lifelong rights and obligations. Even distant family members were called to provide support. 

„Grab one vine, the rest of the plant will shake‟ is a proverb illustrating traditional family 

bonds. The father‟s role was traditionally a secondary role, more educational, providing 

                                                           
8
 This may be a way of interpreting a high infant mortality rate – 140 per 1000 live births; even in 2003 (UNICEF 2005). 
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authority and discipline. The parents were the ultimate decision makers regarding the child‟s 

schooling, usually selecting boys over girls because girls often ended up in the kitchen and 

helping with younger children. Apart from the teacher, it was „totally unacceptable for 

another family to give advice on how to raise one‟s children or to scold someone else‟s 

child‟ (UNESCO 2002). 

 

Adults simply did not enter into a dialogue with children; adults generally only 

entered a dialogue with adults, children with children. When adults spoke, then children 

listened (Rodier 1999). Explanations were not considered necessary and curiosity was 

discouraged. Positive reinforcement of children‟s behaviour was not culturally appropriate. 

„Parents believe that giving compliments and affirmations to their children will go to their 

heads‟ (Keo Mony 2004). 

 

Traditionally, children were socialised into religion as they accompanied their 

mothers to the temple and although this is becoming more common again, is still less 

prevalent than before 1975. The Buddha advocated a peace-building approach to inner 

peace; the five precepts of all lay Buddhists are to refrain from killing, stealing, sexual 

misconduct, lying and intoxication, which also envisaged a broad process of social change 

as the ultimate goal (Yos Hut Khemacaro 1998). As one was gradually liberated from one‟s 

greed, hatred and delusion, one attained greater spirituality. Boys traditionally would have 

received this as part of their ethical and moral education and socialisation as novice monks 

in the temples, something which was done to „acknowledge and respect their parents‟ (Sith 

Sam Ath 2000). Becoming a monk was also believed to provide merit for their mother.  

 

Cambodians traditionally preferred conflict resolution through the Buddhist 

monastery rather than the court, because people saw the courts as biased and imbalanced, 

and could not afford the bribes needed to win their cases. In contrast, monasteries were seen 

as fair, transparent, ethical, and free, and the decisions of the clergymen or monks had 

apparently less serious consequences than those of the courts (Collins 1997).  

 

Elder (1998: 4) discussed how „lives are lived interdependently, and social and 

historical influences are expressed through this network of shared relationships.‟ In the 
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Cambodian context, Ebihara (1968: 115-7)
9
 suggested that traditionally parents had the right 

to obedience and respect, to consent to or veto a child‟s marriage, and they were legally 

responsible to educate, feed and raise the child as well as act as moral guides. In turn, 

children owed their parents „honour, deference and support in old age and a proper funeral 

upon their deaths.‟ This is often referred to as „reciprocal obligation‟. Relations between 

fathers and sons became closer as boys accompanied their fathers in work tasks. Similarly, 

the bond between mothers and daughters deepened during adolescence, as they cooperated 

in household chores. In an era internationally when physical punishment was more tolerated, 

Ebihara did not consider physical punishment to be significant:  

„Physical punishment was resorted to only in the extreme, and was usually limited to 

a slap on the arms or legs, a quick rap of knuckles or the head, because parents (felt) 

that too much punishment made a child rotten‟ (ibid: 452). 

 

Teasing of children by peers, older children and adolescents and sometimes adults is 

common; someone will make a scary face at the child, make a frightening feint of hitting or 

tease a small girl that so-and-so is her fiancé until she bursts into tears (ibid: 452). This kind 

of teasing was observed with my own young children. Some Cambodians seemed to delight 

in teasing the children in what appeared to be an attempt to make them cry. Laughing at 

their „fiery anger‟ seemed to be a way that Cambodian adults thus appear to teach children 

to repress their emotions but whether it is an effective way of dealing with conflict is 

questionable.     

 

Traditional religious values meant that nearly all acts of misbehaviour in children 

under 5 or 6 years are tolerated because they „do not understand their actions so could not be 

held accountable‟ (Rodier, 1999: 16). The young child is considered to be still too young to 

be „fully responsible for their sins‟ (Ebihara 1968: 395). Instead, respect for the child‟s 

sacred origins and fear of the spirit world and losing the child to vindictive previous birth 

mothers meant that children were indulged. This is still true today. Boys are sometimes still 

called „the child king or prince‟.  The former Minister of Women‟s and Veterans‟ Affairs, 

Mu Sochua,
10

 in an interview in 2002 for NBC Television described how Cambodian boys 

                                                           
9
 Ebihara (1968) is used extensively because she is the only anthropologist to have done a full study on Cambodian culture 

before the „Khmer Rouge‟ era and so is positioned to explain traditional culture. 
10

 Mu Sochua has been an adviser on women‟s affairs to Prince Norodom Ranariddh since 1995 and was elected to the 

National Assembly in the 1998 elections. She has degrees in Psychology and Social Work and from 1981-86 coordinated 
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are treated as princes from early on until transition to adulthood and felt that this explained 

why they used and abused others, including prostitutes, without apparent compuncture. Her 

description may explain the behaviour of more wealthy boys and men; it is debatable 

whether it applies equally to boys from poor backgrounds.    

 

In contrast to the above, as children get older, „violent‟ berating of children was 

common. Ebihara (1968: 452) tended to minimise the importance of parental threats such as 

„I‟ll break your head‟ or „I‟ll hit you this instant‟.  Once a child reaches middle or late 

childhood, more physical punishment was used as verbal punishment was seen to be 

insufficient. They fear they will create a child who will not listen to his or her parents and be 

defiant against rules and regulation. In turn, parents might be seen as incapable of 

controlling their children which might make them „lose face‟. Therefore, poorly behaved 

children were not seen as a result of poor socialisation but rather a lack of merit of the 

parents (Smith-Hefner 1999). In research with Cambodian refugee families, 40 per cent of 

parents thought that they should have the right to use physical punishment (Sopheap Keo 

2001). 

 

Domestic violence is a very private affair, women should not tell others about any 

family problems so that the husband or father „does not lose face‟. The Chbap Srey
11

, rules 

expected to be followed by women and girls say, „Do not take fire from the inside to the 

outside‟ (UNICEF/MOWA 1994: 1).  Families are forced to keep silent, even to neighbours, 

and that prevents them from receiving help but the implication is the fire destroys the house.  

 

 Having a girl child first was traditionally considered to be positive - a sign of getting 

rich - because they can quickly help with the housework (Rodier 1999: 10). Girls‟ inferior 

gender role was reflected in the proverb, „Girls are not as long legged as boys. They can 

only go to the stove and back‟ (ibid: 10). They do not have the freedom that boys have and 

are expected to primarily help in the home with cooking and childcare. Traditionally, orphan 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
the education and social service programmes of the United Nations Border Relief Operation along the Thai/Cambodian 

border. She founded Khemara, the first indigenous NGO in Cambodia, and is active in promoting women‟s rights. 
11

 The moral treatises chbap, are a collection of advice a parent might give his child, or a renowned person give a disciple 

or a future civil servant. They combine popular custom with Buddhist principles, offer practical advice against 

inappropriate behaviour and dubious company and define proper attitudes (UNESCO 2002). All chbap srey were 

composed by men, for example, the chbap srey of King Ang Duong, the chbap srey of Meun Mai, and the subheasit chbap 

srey of Suttan Preijea Ind, in order to educate women in proper conduct. Among these texts, the one prepared by Meun 

Mai, which was published in the compiled Chbap Phseng Phseng  by the Chuon Nath Association in 1974 and republished 

by the Buddhist Institute in 1995, is the most popular in Cambodian society. See Aing Sok Roeun (2004) for more details. 
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boys were cared for in the monastery and girls were placed with relatives, probably because 

the latter could more quickly become useful in domestic chores and childcare.  

 

At the age of sixteen, as both sexes showed definite signs of maturation, adolescents 

were no longer referred to as children but as kromom (unmarried female) and krolaa 

(unmarried male) with the implication that they were now ready for marriage. This 

traditional transition from childhood to adulthood meant that transition from girl-child to a 

wife bypassed „youth‟. Purity was invested primarily in girls. One Khmer proverb says, „not 

to ripen before it turns green‟, urging young unmarried females not to have sex before 

marriage (Tong Soprach 2006:8). There is no equivalent proverb for young men (Chou 

Meng Tarr 1996: 51). 

 

The Chbap Srey emphasises purity, a central value in Cambodia:  

„When a single woman loses her purity, she generally believes that her body has no 

more worth, having lost its essence. Her life becomes meaningless, and she 

sometimes tries to end it through suicide‟ (Sar Sarun 1973: para. 10).  

 

For virgin girls the Chbap Srey says that they should never „laugh foolishly‟, 

„approach men‟ or keep her hair up because if she leaves it down it is like „a cat hiding its 

claws‟ (Thelen 1999:15). Girls risked being raped if they were „indecent enough to venture 

out alone at dawn, noon or twilight‟ (Aymonier 1900: 33 cited in Ebihara 1968: 465). A 

young woman was seen to have a duty to remain a virgin, out of „gratitude‟ to her parents 

(Ponchaud 1977).  If a daughter was known to have been involved in pre-marital sexual 

activity, if she did not get pregnant, and the family did not reject her, then a healing 

ceremony could be performed to appease the ‘meba’ or family ancestral spirit. Within the 

community, however, the girl‟s family will have lost honour (Kulig 1994a). What 

Cambodian culture expects is summed up in the Khmer proverb; „men are gold, women are 

cloth‟, which indicates that while gold (men) can be washed clean, once cloth (women) is 

stained, it is spoiled. This contrasts against the double standard of the male who is „drawn to 

women as ants are attracted to sugar‟ and who cannot help himself but to be engaged in 

sexual misconduct (Chou Meng Tarr and Aggleton 1999: 18) thereby indirectly condoning 

impunity of men who commit sexual violence. 
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Ancient texts in Buddhism include a negative image of young women in the form of 

Mara who tries, unsuccessfully, to seduce the Buddha with sexual pleasures of her 

daughters. Buddhism disapproves of both pre-marital and extramarital sex. Classical 

literature contains other examples of girls seducing or being seduced by male figures, ending 

in tragedy (Chou Meng Tarr and Aggleton 1999: 10). Ancestral spirits preay were also 

thought to punish those involved. Spirits of females who have died while still virgins, 

whether by suicide, accident or violence or the spirits of women who died in childbirth are 

considered the most malevolent of spirits (ibid: 10).  

 

Although Ebihara suggested; 

 

„Traditionally, the precept concerning „immoral‟ sexual relationships was 

occasionally broken …and there was a double standard which more or less 

sanctioned adultery for males, although it was „actually rare among village men‟ 

Ebihara (1968: 390).  

 

It is questionable whether Ebihara was able to verify this in her position as a foreign woman 

at that time. Culpability for sexual offences had more to do with a violation of justice 

(failing to give a prostitute her due, loving the wife of another, having (sexual) relations with 

a young girl who „belonged‟ to her parents) than with a lack of respect for the individual 

(considering the other person as an object of pleasure or betraying one‟s spouse) (Ponchaud 

1977: 11). Secondary responsibility is attributed to the parents. A popular proverb is „if you 

keep the fermented fish carefully, it will not attract flies‟; similarly parents should safeguard 

their daughters against sexual predators (Chou Meng Tarr 1996: 51). Personal desire and 

romantic love were considered secondary to familial responsibility (Ebihara 1974). This is 

still considered to be the norm today where decision making for marriage may involve some 

discussion but is primarily the responsibility of parents (Sith Sam Ath 2000).  

 

Although the act of incest has tended to attract the most attention in courts dealing 

with sexual abuse, in contrast, the act of incest was explained by a Khru healer that during a 

man‟s previous life he must have been an animal who „do not have an incest taboo‟ 

(Eisenbruch 2007: 89). 

 

Regarding boys, Ebihara (1968: 464) said that „little boys in particular are often 

teased about their penises.‟ In my prior work (1987-1992) with Cambodian refugees in Site 
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Two Refugee Camp in Thailand, sometimes small boys would run away from me holding 

their penises tightly as I walked through the alleyways that separated the bamboo huts. 

When I asked for an explanation from my colleagues they said that some boys had been told 

that the white man would „cut it off‟ if they misbehaved! Eisenbruch (1998: 511) suggests 

that „Cambodian men tweak the penis of a young boy as a sign of affection rather than 

sexual gratification.‟ Others have suggested that some mothers stroke the penis of baby boys 

to make it larger or longer when he grew up or to soothe the child. Traditionally, it was 

believed that a child could contract syphilis by transmission from a parent or ancestor (ibid: 

511). These things may alternatively have provided justification and opportunity for adult to 

child sexual abuse to occur. 

 

 The Chbap Pros and Chbap Srey (Codes of Conduct for Cambodian Men and 

Women) are traditional poems that identified what was considered to be correct and proper 

gender roles. They are still known to many Cambodians, were taught in temples and later in 

schools, although the codes for women are more known to women than the codes to men. 

Although the negative aspects of the code regarding women‟s subservience towards men 

have recently been emphasised (Zimmerman et al. 1994), the code promotes the Buddhist 

virtues of avoiding confrontation and promoting peace and harmony. In fact, the content of 

Chbap Pros for men promotes hard work and respect and discourages laziness or 

haughtiness (Thelen 1999). However, 38 out of the 96 verses deal with „madness‟ for 

women, alcohol and gambling (ibid: 3). Although prostitution, alcohol and gambling 

continue to be serious problems today in Cambodia, men are usually not aware of the 

content of Chbap Pros, whereas girls often know sections of the Chbap Srey well (Aing Sok 

Roeun 2004). The emphasis is on what it does to the man, rather than the „victim‟. 

Nevertheless, he is advised against „indulging in sensual pleasure because it makes him 

forget what is right and wrong‟ (ibid: 11). 

 

 The Chbap Srey lists a range of attributes of a „bad‟ wife. One rule describes one of 

the eight ways women can „look down‟ on their husbands, „She disapproves of her husband 

when he is drunk and when he is at home disturbing the children‟ (Thelen 1999: 17). This 

may undermine the efforts of mothers wanting to protect children from domestic violence of 

their drunken husbands.  
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There is a conflict in girls between modern life and traditional ideals. A daughter, for 

example, may have to bicycle to the city to sell her goods and help her family but is also 

supposed to be protected by the same family (Ledgerwood 1992: 5). Orphans and widows 

must live with no male supervision, because they may have no surviving male relatives. 

Being a widow is seen as ritually impure and the term widow can be applied to single or 

unmarried women with children and women who are abandoned or divorced (Ovensen et al. 

1996: 61).   

 

The „ambivalent extremism‟ of the Khmer is illustrated in the traditional story of 

„Tum and Teav‟. In this tale, Teav‟s mother initially loved Tum so much that she asked him 

to become her adopted son, but when her love turned to hatred, she sought to have him 

killed in an extremely violent way (Sar Sarun 1973). „This kind of violence neither sought 

nor required legitimation‟ (Day 2002: 231). Hinton (1998b) provides an anthropological 

cultural model of disproportionate revenge in Cambodia, in which maximum violence is 

used in a conflict to suppress its root cause, including the annihilation of a family, not just to 

resolve the immediate conflict. This is justified because a person had „lost face‟.
12

 In 1999-

2002, 63 people were attacked with acid. Most victims were young females, average age of 

24 years with two cases of girls aged 16 and 17 years. They were attacked by women who 

suspected them of having affairs with their husbands (LICADHO 2003a).
13

  

 

Ebihara (1968: 185) suggested that traditionally apart from occasional disputes 

occurring over „water in the rice paddies, disposition of inheritance or the conduct of one 

another‟s children etc.‟, direct confrontation was rare. She attributes this to a combination of 

distaste for open confrontations because it was seen to be an affront to precepts of harmony 

(ibid: 186). This practice of non-violence is still used today but it is usually not noted, 

because violence is more newsworthy. 

 

                                                           
12 This was illustrated in a situation where a famous young singer, Touch Srey Nich was assaulted in an „acid attack‟ (Reed 

2005), apparently because she was asked by a politician to be his lover but when she refused it made him „lose face‟. As a 

result, her life was destroyed. When my wife visited her in hospital, several months later, her relatives were still afraid for 

their own safety, believing that the politician‟s revenge might be incomplete. 
13

 Eighteen people (including four children) were nearby and not the intended victims. 
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Broadhurst (2006) suggests that „karmic laws have a protective, if poorly understood 

role in shaping violence and crime‟ but in the Cambodian culture of fatalism, violence is 

often condoned, perhaps because it is seen as „deserved‟. Physical punishment from the local 

authorities often involved amputation of a hand, foot or nose. Ritualised killings were 

recorded as late as the 1940s but Dunlop (2005: 45) describes how films of executions of 

anti-Sihanouk rebels were shown by travelling film shows before the main feature sending a 

powerful message about government control. Someth May (1986: 86) describes how 

executions were shown on television in Phnom Penh during Sihanouk‟s early reign. This 

appears to contradict the Buddhist „right to life‟ and abhorrence towards any form of killing. 

 

At a local level in the 1960s, certain acts, such as rape or murder were punished by 

criminal law if the offender was actually apprehended, accused, tried and convicted. But this 

rarely occurred because „no one wishes to be in the uncomfortable position of making a 

formal accusation‟ for fear of revenge, loss of face or ostracism by one‟s neighbours 

(Ebihara 1968: 206-209).   

 

This may partly explain why Munson et al. (1968: 101) suggested that murder and 

sex crimes were thought to be minimal, when in fact they were simply not being reported. 

The rich and powerful, including youths, get away, quite literally, with murder. A modern 

case in point occurred in 2004 where a group of drunken wealthy youths who were coming 

home from a party crashed into a truck where some poor workers were unloading coconuts. 

The youth got upset and shot several people, but although the police got involved they 

themselves appear to have been too intimidated to take it further. In this hierarchical, 

fatalistic two-tier system, justice for the wealthy is very different from that of the poor.   
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There are some ways in which tradition provides protection for children through the 

life cycle; at each age there are ceremonies and expectations that in different ways provide 

children with a certain degree of protection. This is illustrated in Figure 2.1. This may be 

linked to the concept of the Elder (1998) life course model.  However, although there is a 

tendency to nostalgically look back on the past (pre-„Khmer Rouge‟) as being free from 

violence, there is evidence that the „traditional‟ culture and environment already provided a 

consistently violent and vulnerable environment for children, with insufficient sanctions and 

inadequate social control to protect the vulnerable, well before the „Khmer Rouge‟.  In spite 

of Buddhist notions of non-violence, although fear of „loss of face‟ may control low level 

violence, violence involving children appears to be significant at different developmental 
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stages so that the traditional life cycle of protection (Figure 2.1) is superseded by a „life 

cycle‟ of violence (see Figure 2.2).   

  

 

This section has explored some of the traditional and religious ways in which 

children are viewed in the context of violence. Many of these values persist today. The next 

section explores the „Khmer Rouge‟ era which unsuccessfully attempted to eradicate all 

traditional and religious beliefs but whose impact, nevertheless, is still felt today.     
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Impact of the ‘Khmer Rouge’ era of 1975-1979 on Cambodian children 

 

‘If something is no use, get rid of it; it is of no loss.’ Khmer proverb  

 

The „Khmer Rouge‟ (KR) wanted Cambodia to return to Year Zero, with no foreign 

influences; effectively starting from the „beginning‟. The only way they could do this was by 

using children as the basis of „a new society without memory‟ (Kiernan 1997). The KR 

required „new people‟; children were the „new people‟. The „old people‟ could be discarded 

including the children of the elite; „when pulling out weeds, remove them roots and all‟ 

(Locard 2004: 77). Violence was glorified in the name of the revolution (Hinton 1998a). 

Genocide was a form of purification, not of ethnic minority as other genocides but of the 

elite and the old. Even today, the loss of the elders, „tradition carriers‟, in each family is 

noticeable (see Appendix 3). A number of biographies record childhoods in this era (Dith 

Pran 1997; Szymusiak 1987; Fenton 1986; Chanrithy Him 2000; Pin Yathay 1987; Vannary 

Imam 2000).   

 

The period of the genocide was preceded by covert US bombing of areas of Cambodia, and 

followed by an extended period of occupation by Vietnam. The impact of such events on 

children is never, of course, homogenous, even for children of the same age or gender 

(Rechtman 2000). However, over time, children of different ages will experience events 

differently according to when events occur historically. As Elder
14

 (1998: 3) has said, „the 

development impact of a succession of life transitions or events is contingent on when they 

occur in a persons life.‟   This can be seen graphically in Cambodians using a chronological 

display as shown in Table 2.2. With the age of a person on one axis and historical years on 

the other, it is possible to see how children of different ages might have experienced major 

events such as the time of the genocide, and conjecture how this might have influenced their 

subsequent lives. For example, a child born in 1968 might have been internally displaced by 

US bombing at the age of five, separated from her or his parents by the „Khmer Rouge‟  at 

seven, conscripted into the army or a slave labour team at nine or ten, then as a teenager 

moved to a refugee camp along the Thai border.  

 

                                                           
14 Elder‟s research included research on the effects of the Chinese cultural revolution on the life cycle in China 
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The effects of war on children start from conception. Structural violence can 

affect food security which can disrupt food to the mother which can affect 

growth in utero. Maternal stress can have serious effects on the developing 

brain. For the infant, extreme deprivation, violence and stress can impact 

brain function as well as the mind (Glaser 2000). See Chapter 3. This effect 

increases with duration of abuse. 

 

Children in Cambodia may have been at particular risk of attachment disorder as 

many were separated from their parents in large child centres so their parents could work. 

Although there is considerable disagreement about what attachment disorder entails (Hanson 

and Spratt 2000), the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-IV) of the American 

Psychiatric Association (AMA) defines Reactive Attachment disorder as characterised by a 

„markedly disturbed and developmentally inappropriate social relatedness in most contexts 

beginning at aged 5 years.‟ Although, some had some contact with parents at night but many 

parents were killed or died, so that children became orphans with no adult carer. Research 

evidence in the „North‟ shows that insecure attachment styles relate to worse parenting and 

psychological disorder in adults and children; for example Bifulco et al. (2002) in a study of 

304 women in London found that insecure attachment led to poor parenting, and to 

depression or anxiety in the adolescent offspring. 

 

The Angkar, the name given to the political party
15

 became their new parents: 

We the children have the good fortune to live the rest of our time in precious 

harmony under the affectionate care of the Kampuchean revolution, immense most 

clear and shining‟(quoted in Marston, 1994: 111). 

 

The school was the primary location for socialisation of the child, apart from the home, but 

during the Pol Pot era those who had been educated were despised. „You don‟t need 

education to cultivate the rice fields‟ and „The rice field is the university‟ were some of the 

„Khmer Rouge‟ anti-urban, anti-educated elite slogans (Ovensen et al. 1996: 49). Apart from 

the re-education sessions, there were no schools.  

 

                                                           
15 It was also a personified symbol of power. „No single person actually held the position of Angkar, and it was more a 

mythical entity imbued with enormous, divisive strength‟. (Muan 1999).  
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The „Khmer Rouge‟ made it clear in their publication, „Revolutionary Young Men & 

Women‟ in 1973 that their aim was to „educate, construct and nurture the principle of 

revolutionary political consciousness in our young men and women‟ (cited in Becker 1986: 

266). Party and army recruits came from Revolutionary youth groups. Children became the 

backbone of the KR Army; recruited as young as twelve years old and never returned to 

their families. When they came to „liberate‟ the city dwellers, the latter, before they realised 

their fate, were impressed with the soldiers „seriousness, discipline and their youth’ 

(Chandler 1991: 250 my emphasis). 

 

Analysis of the population at the end of 1980 on teen (and adult) losses in the 1970s 

(during the „Khmer Rouge‟ era) showed extraordinarily high losses of adolescents and 

adults in both sexes, especially young men. Children aged 6 to 15 survived better than 

expected (Bannister and Johnson 1993: 85) perhaps because they were favoured by the 

„Khmer Rouge‟ to be „the future‟ as they were less tainted by the recent history of foreign 

influence. Youths were given authority and position by the Angkar, as politically more 

„reliable and trustworthy‟ (Seanglim Bit 1991: 47). The ICRC Greenberg report (1999) cited 

by Barnitz et al. (2001) quoted one Cambodian man as saying:  

„It is...easy for the commanders to give orders (to young soldiers) because the 

children do not have a conscience…they do not know what is good, what is bad.‟  

 

This is congruous with how traditionally children were not thought to know right from 

wrong. Nevertheless, they would not have been permitted to question their orders any more 

than adults so reliability may be more about compliance than conscience. There were also 

periodic purges of the „Khmer Rouge‟ cadres (Hinton 2005), perhaps because they became 

„unreliable‟.  

 

Particular attention was paid to indoctrinating youth. Love, sorrow, anger could not 

be openly expressed. It was forbidden to miss your family and punishable by death (Kiernan 

1997: xiii). In contrast in 1977, children of Southwest Kampuchea were taught to sing, „We 

love Angkar boundlessly.‟ Children were reminded every day to be grateful for their 

adoption by the Angkar and to transfer their affection to the Angkar, „The Angkar is the 

mother and father of all young children, as well as adolescent boys and girls‟ (Locard 2004: 

107). Nevertheless, some people still sought out people to become pseudo „adoptive‟ 



 33 

relatives (ibid: 108). This is also illustrated in the story of Romanea (see Appendix 7); one 

of my research assistants.    

 

The solidarity of family as a primary social unit of economic and emotional support 

was shattered by communal organisation into labour teams based on age and gender, and the 

dispersal of family members and kinsfolk into different work groups and communes. The 

revolution reversed the hierarchical relationship and the traditional and religious norms with 

children on top but most of the „subjects‟ remained at the bottom of the social and political 

culture. Villagers ate from a common kitchen - even this was breaking a cultural taboo. 

Mealtimes had traditionally been reserved to kin and so breaking the family rice pot was a 

powerful symbol of the breaking of ties with the family (Ovensen et al. 1996: 50). Families 

were physically separated from each other to create a: 

„Systematic means of transferring to the political organization the bonds of economic 

interdependence, loyalty and emotional support, which formed the core function of 

the family unit, were crucial to assuming the degree of socio-political control‟ 

(Seanglim Bit 1991: 46).  

 

So, even though it was the intention that the „Khmer Rouge‟ destroyed the effects of 

religion, people actually continued to believe in kampia – fatalism – that they could not 

change their fate and this may have contributed to their relative compliance at being led out 

of the cities into what were effectively labour camps (Frieson 1991: 43).  

 

Labour was organised in quasi-military teams from dawn to dusk by child soldiers, 

often at the point of a gun. But because the projects such as irrigation were being managed 

by children rather than farmers and because people quickly learnt not to question their 

guards, then projects failed and food became even scarcer. Malnutrition became the norm 

for children and adults. Under the „Khmer Rouge‟ regime, two million people
16

 or one 

quarter died from warfare, starvation, overwork, misdiagnosed diseases and executions 

(Fawthrop and Jarvis 2004). Heuveline (1998) suggests 39.3 per cent of these were from 

execution. The population pyramids of the past 40 years (see Appendix 3) demonstrate how 

the loss of young children, men and elders at that time has had an effect on the demography 

of the country even now and is likely to into the future.  

                                                           
16 The issue of the numbers who died continues to be debated. Serious estimates range from 740,000 to 3.3 million. Recent 

estimates include Ben Kiernan: 1.6 million, and Mark Sliwenski: 1.8 million (Fawthrop and Jarvis 2004: 3). 
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As well as loss of people, a high proportion of children experienced multiple 

traumas. Children and adults experienced loss or witnessed violence of close relatives or 

peers, including threats, torture, execution, forced labour, disappearance and imprisonment. 

Starving children died falling off sugar palm trees in search of palm juice and drowned 

while trying to steal fish at night from fish traps. They also committed suicide (Someth May 

1986: 166).    

 

The „Khmer Rouge‟ also sought to restrict the sexual behaviour of the whole 

population and as such implemented a form of institutional sexual abuse. Cambodian 

revolutionaries were expected to be barisot (pure), to obey moral rule six not to defile young 

girls. „Sexual misdeeds‟ were severely punished „crimes‟ (Locard 2004: 109, 265) where 

enemies of the revolution were paraded in public before their „disappearance‟. Even couples 

who had been „married‟ in austere, collective civil ceremonies
17

 by the Angkar could not 

live together as a couple, and conjugal rights were only allowed a few times a month when 

the wife believed herself to be fertile (Becker 1986: 267). However, exceptions were made 

to those in senior positions and the Angkar Loeu retained all the „feudal rights‟ of 

deflowering virgins (Locard 2004: 257), reminiscent of the ancient empire.  

 

In spite of this strict control of sexuality, the Documentation Centre of Cambodia is 

finding increasing testimony to rape and other forms of sadistic sexual violence inflicted on 

female prisoners by the „Khmer Rouge‟.  For example, in Kampong Chhnang, „Khmer 

Rouge‟ cadres routinely raped the women prisoners before killing them (Etcheson 1999). An 

informant of Kulig (1994b) said some women had sticks pushed into their vaginas.  Since 

1998, rape is now considered to be a crime against humanity under the International 

Criminal Court‟s Rome Statute (ICC 1988).
18

 Pregnant women were forced to work so hard 

that they miscarried. Others conceived by rape. Foetuses were removed from the wombs of 

pregnant women prisoners, dead or alive (Locard 2004: 258). Cham (ethnic Muslim), 

Chinese, Vietnamese and other ethnic minority women and girls endured systematic rape in 

connection to their imprisonment (Phat 2004).  
                                                           
17 Eisenbruch (2007) suggests that 80 per cent of these forced marriages have separated and the rest stay together because 

of the children. 
18

 Specifies that rape is a „crime against humanity when committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed 

against any civilian population with knowledge of the attack.‟ 
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Apart from sexual prohibition, the numbers of children born reduced because women 

experienced cessation of menses due to excessive stress and lack of diet (Kulig 1994b: 72). 

This would have been understood by many Cambodians to be a serious situation; the blood 

was „stuck‟ resulting in a variety of symptoms, including dizziness and weakness. 

According to statistical calculations based on data collected from survivors, there were 

70,000 fewer births during the „Khmer Rouge‟ era (Bannister and Johnson 1993) due to 

family dislocation, famine and massive loss of women and men in reproductive years.  

 

Women who did have babies were separated from them. At dawn, infants went to a 

nursery until parents came back from the fields at dusk, when they would be allowed to 

nurse them and sleep with them but when it was light again they returned to the nursery. As 

the revolution took the place of the family, this stopped when they were five years old.  

Young adolescent soldiers trained children from five years upwards, assigned to dormitories 

and put into teams of mobile youth brigades. The „Khmer Rouge‟ saw children as oppressed 

needing to be „liberated‟ from their parents but they also expected them to „behave as adults‟ 

(Kiernan 1997).  

 

Children were expected to put the needs of the commune over the needs of peers or 

family members so that spying, reporting or denouncing relatives or peers was a way of 

„gaining face‟ and played into the traditional cultural model of „Cambodian machismo‟ 

(Hinton 1998a: 115-116). Sometimes children were lifted onto a chair so they could beat an 

adult on the head with a cane (Boyden and Gibbs 1997: 44). In contrast, the Angkar 

instructed, „If a parent beat their children; it is a sign they despise the Angkar. Thus the 

Angkar will have no compassion for them‟ (Locard 2004: 109). Young children were also 

given training in the Maoist
19

 technique of evaluating and criticising each other‟s behaviour 

from the point of view of the group.  

 

  Many parents of today were children in the time of the brutal genocidal Pol Pot 

regime where many witnessed torture and killing of relatives. As a result, Cambodians have 

been left with a „residual fear of children‟ (expatriate observer cited in Boyden and Gibbs 

                                                           
19 Maoism in Cambodia used techniques influenced by the Cultural Revolution in China.  
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1997: 98) which may have led to increased violence from adults to children as they attempt 

to keep children under control. Research on Domestic Violence indicates that exposure to 

extreme violence during the war appears to have desensitised adults to more brutal forms of 

domestic violence (Zimmerman et al. 1994).  

 

A relatively small number of refugees from Cambodia reached the United States, 

France, Canada, New Zealand and Australia, and it is here that most of the research has been 

conducted on the long-term effects of trauma on young people. A number of studies have 

been conducted to understand the long-term effect of past exposure to political „violence‟ on 

the mental health of children and adolescents of refugee children and their parents who got 

to the „North‟. Many experienced various forms of post-traumatic stress syndrome 

(Rousseau et al. 1999). However, Rousseau et al. (2003) argue that although traumatic 

family experiences may still influence the lives of young Khmer refugees as they enter 

adulthood, the results of their longitudinal study show that family trauma experienced before 

birth may have a „steeling effect‟. Other studies reporting long-term persistence of Post- 

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) have found good social adjustment in spite of symptoms 

observed (Mollica et al. 1997; Realmuto et al. 1992; Sack et al.1996; Sack et al. 1997; Sack 

et al. 1999), although more research into quality of life may be of significance here. 

 

Although the context is very different, in epidemiological studies of the population 

of children of survivors of the Nazi holocaust, the post-conflict situation was seen to be a 

major factor in recovery. Kadushin (1976: 199) found that: 

 „Children had varying capacities to deal with potentially traumatic conditions and 

that these strengths enable them, when provided with a healthier environment, to surmount 

the damaging influences of earlier developmental insults.‟  

 

In the Cambodian context, the extended period of conflict following the genocide may have 

caused further developmental insults to children. It is not clear whether these insults have 

led to more resilience or greater vulnerability. 

 

The chronological table (Table 2.1) also enables us to follow life trajectories on into 

adulthood. For example, our 1968 child might have been raising her own children in the 
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1990s and may now be the parent of adolescents, or perhaps a grandparent.
20

 Apart from its 

lasting detrimental effects on the economic and social infrastructure of children‟s lives, the 

events of the genocide period may also have affected the parenting abilities of adults who 

were children during this period, with a consequent effect on their children‟s physical and 

emotional health. Although there are only a few studies of child survivors from the Nazi 

holocaust, a review (Sigal 1998; Rousseau 2005) suggests that, though resilient, children of 

survivors tended to be anxious and fearful with low self-esteem, identity problems and 

difficulty in controlling aggressive impulses. Research is needed to show whether this is true 

in Cambodia; it is at least possible that poor control of aggression in young adults who were 

children of the „killing fields‟ may be a contributing factor in violence and abuse against 

children and spouses. Has one of the effects of violence been that people are more violent? 

Arensen‟s (2003) values research project found that nearly all social and cultural reasons 

offered for changes in society were negative including „the long war has caused people to be 

violent and cruel.‟ The effects of structural violence on children cannot be separated from 

the effects of interpersonal violence on children. Men who go to war leave wives without a 

support structure. Some children are orphaned but many are fatherless. Men return from 

war, sometimes traumatised from the violence they have seen with an increased level of 

tolerance to violence. This may lead to increased domestic violence. Although, this has not 

been verified in Cambodia, research with Vietnam veterans in the US found that an 

estimated one third of male veterans with PTSD engaged in partner violence in the previous 

year which is 2 to 3 times higher than civilian populations (Jordan et al. 1992; Taft et al. 

2005). In Zimmerman et al.‟s (1994) study of 50 women injured in domestic violence in 

Cambodia, 18 per cent of those interviewed said they were threatened with a gun, and four 

per cent with a grenade or bayonet. 

 

In the „Household Survey of Psychiatric Morbidity in Cambodia‟ (Dubois et al. 

2004), a random selection of 1,320 people aged over 20 years were interviewed (mean = 

39.5 years). When asked about the most traumatic experiences that they had experienced 

during their lifetime, the responses were as follows in Table 2.2:  

                                                           
20

 This type of table could be adapted to different countries with complex political histories to illustrate major issues 

affecting childhood. It could also be helpful, for example, to clinicians dealing with refugee children, to help explore how 

major events might have affected individuals at particular stages in their lives. 
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Table 2.2: Most traumatic experience during 
your lifetime 
Lack of food and water 69.7% 

Lack of medical care 40.1% 

Lack of shelter 35.0% 

Feeling close to death 32.7% 

Forced separation from relatives 18.9% 

Experience of armed combat 18.7% 

Murder of family member or friend 16.4% 

Experienced torture 8.3% 

Sexual violence 3.3% 

Never experienced 13.3% 

(Source: Dubois et al. 2004: 178) 

 

The analysis of the survey separated out those mainly related to poverty and those 

mainly related to structural violence but this is a false dichotomy, particularly in the context 

of those experiencing the „Khmer Rouge‟ era where poverty and structural violence was 

intertwined; no one possessed anything and many people were dying of starvation. When 

looking at symptoms, 29.2 per cent had symptoms of depression and anxiety, 16.5 per cent 

symptoms of anxiety, 5.1 per cent had symptoms of depression and 7.3 per cent had the 

criteria for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). This latter figure is lower than another 

study (De Jong, et al. 2001) but the latter focused on refugees and PTSD may have been 

decreasing over time. In terms of how this affects functioning, 33.5 per cent were classified 

as „limited in usual activities due to an emotional problem‟. Nearly a third (29.7 per cent) 

said that they had „psychological distress and were unwell to a considerable extent.‟ With 

regards to personal beliefs, 65.9 per cent said that they found help in life through their 

beliefs, ranging from moderately to extremely. A conclusion drawn by researchers was the 

need for more individualised psychiatric services but this may be unrealistic in a country 

with such limited resources.  

 

The recovery of Cambodia after the „Khmer Rouge‟ was slow and a significant 

contributing factor was the education of university and school teachers and therefore in turn 

education of youth and children, following the decimation of the educated elite during the 

Pol Pot „Khmer Rouge‟ era. For example, of the 22,000 teachers in the early 1970s only 

7,000 remained and only 5,000 returned to teaching (Mysliwiec 1988: 40). The return to the 
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socio-psychological stability of the school environment post-war was therefore hampered by 

lack of staff as well as damaged infrastructure. 

 

After the „Khmer Rouge‟ was disbanded, many demobilised children remained 

active soldiers until relatively recently. Children were still being conscripted by the „Khmer 

Rouge‟ right up to their defeat and by government troops and local militias as late as 1999. 

Although confirmation of age is not always possible and official documents regarding age of 

recruits are unreliable according to Seaman‟s review of surveys, the percentage of underage 

soldiers was estimated between 1.4 per cent and 13.1 per cent of the total (Seaman 1999). 

Testimonies of young „Khmer Rouge‟ comrades describe how they feel that they were 

victims as well as perpetrators (Meng-Try Ea and Sorya Sim 2001). 

 

Smith‟s (1989) analysis of peasant interpretive accounts of the „Khmer Rouge‟ era 

focuses on the reversals in the proper hierarchical order of social relations. Quoting from the 

„Buddh Damnay’ informants recited how:  

„blood will run as high as the belly of elephants; there will be houses with no people 

in them, roads upon which no-one travels; there will be rice but nothing to eat.‟  

 

Smith suggests that this prophecy provides Cambodians with an explanation that such 

violent and destructive acts „seem inevitable in the cyclical flow of Buddhist history. Order 

is thus given to otherwise disordered phenomena‟ (ibid: 23).  

 

 

The „Khmer Rouge‟ will be remembered for its brutal and excessive violence; 

violence which was not used indiscriminately but to destroy everyone who got in the way of 

the revolution. We may never know of people who may have tried to use traditional methods 

of non-violence to challenge the „Khmer Rouge‟ soldiers but who were killed for it, though 

some stories of extraordinary bravery have survived (Cormack 1997: 234). At the rate at 

which death was occurring, the effects of further genocide had the Vietnamese not invaded 

after three and a half years, are incomprehensible.   

 

All religious expression was forbidden by the „Khmer Rouge‟. Monks were de-robed 

or beheaded and Buddhist temples, mosques and churches were destroyed and all religious 

rituals were forbidden. The purpose of the „Khmer Rouge‟ was to eradicate all previous 

http://www.seasite.niu.edu/khmer/Ledgerwood/bibliography.htm#Smith


 40 

belief systems and to replace the family. Only the youngest „new‟ people were really 

considered worth saving. In order to do this, the educated elite were destroyed including 

teachers and the „old‟ leadership. The „norms of reciprocity‟ were violated as the 

disconnection between the rhetoric of the regime for glorious days of democracy and 

prosperity clashed with the daily realities of life under the „Khmer Rouge‟ (Ledgerwood 

2007). This may have had a negative psychological effect on parents and children as they 

grew up to become parents themselves with no role models. Nevertheless, the traditional 

belief in ‘karma’ appears to have remained intact and the family was reconstituted as a 

functioning unit. 

Contemporary Influences on Cambodian Children after the ‘Khmer Rouge’ 

 

‘If you raise a tiger cub, it will eventually repay the favour.’
21

 Khmer proverb 

 

This section describes some of the recent post-„Khmer Rouge‟ influences on children 

today. The Preamble of the Constitution (RGC 1993) describes how the Government will 

„build Cambodia as a “Land of Peace” based on a multi-party liberal democratic regime 

guaranteeing human rights and the respect of law‟ although „the idea of participatory 

democracy is non-existent‟ and there is little commitment to addressing human rights 

violations (Sorpong Peou 2001: 37). 

 

The Buddh Damnay, mentioned above, are a set of Buddhist prophetic texts 

composed in Cambodia in the mid-nineteenth century that describe images of reversal 

where: 

„students will not respect teachers, nor children their parents; only the hooligans, the 

worthless drunkards will be allowed to lead; the dried gourd will sink, the broken 

pots will float.‟   

 

Although in recent years, this has been interpreted as a prophecy about the „Khmer Rouge‟ 

era (Smith 1989); Ledgerwood (2007) suggests that it also reflected the political situation at 

the time of writing where people had lived through 50 years of warfare and destruction. 

However, Eisenbruch (2007) describes how a monk interpreted how the natural order has 

currently been reversed, using the text above, elaborating how until the present day „the 
                                                           
21 This proverb describes how a violent youth could „turn‟ on its parent. It also describes how the „parenting‟ of the State 

past and present may also impact the way the children of today have/will become.
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child of good parents became a good person, but now good parents can produce bad 

children.‟ 

 

Cambodia at the time of the field research, 2000-2005, has to be understood in 

relation to international politics. The „Khmer Rouge‟ did not happen in a vacuum. What the 

international community chose to do during that era and afterwards has greatly affected 

contemporary Cambodia. The Cambodian Government has been described as being 

„pathologised‟ as a „failed state‟ by the international community displacing the cause of war 

on Cambodia itself (Hughes and Pupavac 2005: 873). Conflict is represented as formed by 

violated or violating individuals, „rendering the domestic population dysfunctional while 

casting international rescue work as functional‟. This leads to legitimisation of „an indefinite 

international presence‟. However, while it is important not to minimise the responsibility of 

the international community for creating the problem, and for disempowering leadership, 

Cambodian politicians must be held accountable for what they have done and are doing or 

not doing today.  Hughes (2006: 320) suggests that the threat of violence „remains a 

significant factor in facilitating the ongoing dispossession of the Cambodian poor‟ and is 

„deliberately perpetrated in such a way as to cause maximum reverberations through the 

Cambodian polity…‟ This contrasts with the concept that „modernity reduces violence‟ 

(Broadhurst 2006: 369). 

 

Nevertheless, recovery is happening albeit slowly. In the spring of 1989, the Peoples‟ 

Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) changed its name to the State of Cambodia, and announced 

sweeping reforms. These included reinstating Buddhism as the state religion and allowing 

for a free market economy. As is typical in post-war and post-genocidal states, Cambodia 

experienced a high surge of births in the 1980s and 1990s so that children today constitute 

more than 45 per cent of the population. The high proportion of children, together with loss 

of adults due to the genocide and war, has led to high dependency ratios (85-100 in most 

provinces in 1998). This means that each working adult must on average provide for the 

needs of one other, non-working household member, even though incomes are small. The 

average household is five to six people, which means there is pressure on families to 

encourage children to leave school and enter work full-time. This birth surge has also 

resulted in a high youth ratio (15 to 24 year old) and this is likely to grow in the near future 
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as the „baby boom‟ children continue to grow up (see Appendix 3: Population pyramid). 

Phnom Penh has an even higher proportion of young people due to youth urban migration 

for work (Hook et al. 2003: 31, 33, 39) leading to a higher incidence of female headed 

households.  

 

Research by Catalla et al. (2000) of youth in a squatter area in Phnom Penh 

suggested that negative patterns of parenting had been established in the aftermath of Pol 

Pot when  „values were crushed and taught as meaningless‟ (ibid: 9). It described evidence 

of „lack of caring‟ (ibid: 10) in ten families including „indifference‟ to children, 

abandonment, attempted rape or sale of children, tolerance of kin‟s physical abuse of a child, 

placing the child in debt bondage and giving away of the child. Greenfield (2007: 104) 

describes how in a slum, beatings of up to an hour are not infrequent, often with implements. 

Violent language is also common such as „if you don‟t shut up I‟m going to cut your head 

off‟ or „stop crying or I‟ll shoot you.‟  

 

Cambodian society has been described as „every household an island‟ in reaction to 

the communist regimes with enforced „communes‟ causing families to live independently of 

each other, in contrast to the Asian norm (Ovensen et al. 1996). After the genocide 

experienced by their own people, as opposed to an external „enemy‟, it is understandable 

why families might choose to isolate themselves. However, Farson (1994) describes how the 

very different Northern context of the nuclear family with similar lack of community ties 

and extended family has resulted in an increase in child abuse. Fear of a potential abuser has 

ironically led many parents to isolate their children but this isolation leads to frustration and 

anger which may lead to violence against their children. Without access to social networks 

which might otherwise support them, both parents and children may be more at risk of 

perpetrating or being the victim of violence. Whether the situation in Cambodia is that 

families are becoming less isolated is controversial (Ledgerwood and Vijghen, 2002) but 

extreme acts of family violence often reported in the papers appear to continue, reminiscent 

of the Malaysian „running amok‟ (Winzeler 1990).  

 

Cambodia‟s structural violence has also led to a high number of widow and female- 

headed households including those headed by older sisters. It is as high as 25 to 30 per cent 

in eight provinces of Cambodia (Hook et al. 2003). Social, financial and emotional pressures 
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force widows as well as single women and girls to accept partners, even married ones.  Keo 

Mony (2004) has suggested that fighting among women for one man is frequent and some 

women have used acid with their husband‟s lovers destroying their faces and lives 

(LICHADO 2003a). Many children grow up with stepfathers. 

 

Nevertheless, sibling loyalty appears to be strong. There are increasing numbers of 

child-headed households and there are particular challenges to the oldest child in most 

families. In addition to having to be partly or fully responsible for the family‟s livelihood 

activities, they may also be expected to give up schooling to care for younger siblings while 

the parents work outside of the home (Catalla et al. 2000: 8). Children often have little sense 

of entitlement, e.g. to schooling or to comforts but „showed a strong sense of justice in terms 

of dealing with family members and with each other‟ giving an example of a family where 

older siblings persuaded their mother to keep the newly born baby by working to earn 

money (ibid: 11).       

 

Parental support is also valued. In the MOEYS/UNICEF/UNESCO (2004) survey, 

40 per cent said they relied on their mother and 17 per cent their father for emotional support 

when they were down. (This compares with 28 per cent for friends and 20 per cent siblings). 

This is in spite of the fact that according to Fordham (2005) if his findings can be 

generalised from one province, more children were beaten by their mother than their father 

(66.7 per cent of boys and 38.2 per cent of girls had been beaten by the father, cf. 75.6 per 

cent of boys and 59.6 per cent of girls had been beaten by the mother).  

 

Kibria (1998: 16) suggests that modernisation brings more freedom to the husband 

and wife relationship, but this „growing freedom‟ may be a source of marital conflict (Baba 

and Murray 2003). This may also be true of conflict between peers and between parents and 

young people. The „generation gap‟ may be getting wider for urban and wealthy youth. It 

seems to be the case for Cambodian refugees (Rousseau et al. 2004). However, for poor 

families, conflict avoidance is a recurring theme in the life history of children in slums. 

Catalla et al. (2000: 8) suggests children either „run away‟ or acquiesce to the situation, 

especially where they recognise that they are in a subordinate or powerless position to, for 

example, parents, teachers, street gangs or police. The handful of children who „fought back‟ 
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ran away afterwards. When adults outside of the home perpetrated the violence, parents 

support children to withdraw from a difficult situation rather than reporting the problem. 

This once again describes the fatalistic attitude that change isn‟t possible (ibid: 15); and 

even in some circumstances that violence was seen as „deserved‟.  

 

One explanation for violent youth, cited by Eisenbruch (2007), is that the million 

people who were killed during 1975-1979 have been reborn and are coming of age. They 

have savage characteristics and are looking for revenge. If they have birthmarks on the neck 

or face or their wrists where they were „bound‟, these are interpreted as marks left from 

torture and execution in their previous life during the „Khmer Rouge‟. 

 

The transition from childhood to adulthood varies considerably between children of 

different social classes in Cambodia. Research conducted by Ducos et al. (2002: 21-23) with 

young people, using participatory research approaches found that wealthy youth said the 

transition from child to adulthood was indistinct as they continued to be reliant on parents 

for financial and emotional support. This means that children can remain in the „youth‟ 

category until they are 30 or until they are married. Poorer youth felt there was no difference 

because they were required to support their family from an early age. However, nearly all 

children saw the need to contribute to family income. Even with changes in the culture and 

economy, the sense of „reciprocal obligation‟ of children towards their parents persists.  

 

After the „Khmer Rouge‟ era when there had been no schools, schools were 

reopened in Phnom Penh and the provinces, continuing to educate children even though few 

trained teachers had survived. Teachers were therefore initially untrained. As in every 

regime in Cambodia, the education children received was biased towards the political 

priorities at the time. Thus, in the Vietnamese Communist regime, children were orientated 

to be obedient servants of the State, not only for the future but for „now‟. These activities 

involved active responsibility for their peers. Discipline was largely through group pressure 

and collective discipline was used even with the very young. Children were again „shamed‟ 

into being obedient through humiliation and some of these techniques appear to be 

continuing in classrooms today. In addition, once a year, was a „National Day of Hate‟
22

 

                                                           
22

 Day to remain Tied in Anger (May 20
th

). 
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which continued until 1992, which provided a ritualised public venting of anger against the 

former reign of terror (Hinton 1998b).  

 

UNICEF/UNESCO has recently been globally (and nationally) promoting the 

concept of „education for all‟ children but in the 1998 General Population Census 

(NIS/MoP/UNFPA, 1999) only 28.7 per cent of males and 19.7 per cent of girls had 

completed primary school. Outside of Phnom Penh, fewer than 20 per cent of children of 

secondary school age are enrolled in school and only 10 per cent completed lower secondary 

school. This is partly because the average distance from a village to the nearest secondary 

school is 27 kilometres, too far for daily travel (Hook et al. 2003) but the figures for girls are 

lower than for boys, which may reflect continuing parental attempts to control sexuality 

(Ducos et al. 2002: 12).  

 

In addition to schooling, many children are required to work to support their 

families. In Phnom Penh, the biggest industry, by far, is the garment industry. While certain 

regulations are in place by ILO/IPEC in an attempt to ensure that the exploitation of young 

people is reduced, there continues to be serious concerns. In smaller factories such as the 

brick factories, there is even less regulation. As birth registration has only recently been 

done properly, determining age is not possible, so young people whose age is often difficult 

to ascertain, work as if they were „adults‟. 

 

The media provided one form of socialisation for youth. The free market economy 

led to multinationals recognising the spending potential of this growing market and fashion, 

so that mobiles, music, cigarettes and especially alcohol (Fordham 2005: 69) are being 

aggressively advertised specifically to the relatively new phenomenon of „youth‟.  As one 

young man said:  

„We want to be different! We want to have hair or shave our heads, we want to listen 

to our kinds of music and watch sexy videos. We want people to know that we are 

different from children and adults‟ (Ducos et al. 2002: 23). 

 

 

This desire for more may also accentuate the difference between rich and poor youth and 

make poverty even less desirable.  In contrast, the mass media – television, radio and papers 

- prefer reporting on violent, controversial, norm-breaking events than peaceful, consensual 
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and norm-obeying ones. As such, they may actually precipitate more antagonism. This may 

be creating a negative attitude towards youths as incidents of violence by youths are 

exaggerated while violence against youths or positive things youths have done for their 

communities is hardly mentioned (cf. Cohen 2002). However, while politicians and the 

media may blame gang violence on foreign influence and youths, they themselves see it as a 

contributing factor. Bearup (2003: 60) says:  

„the belief that Cambodia can achieve peace and prosperity through simply ridding 

herself of all foreign cultural influences is (reminiscent of) Pol Pot and derives from 

xenophobia as much as it is based in conceptions of romantic idealism.‟ 

  

It should also be remembered that although the media is influenced by foreign inputs it is 

still largely controlled by Cambodians with their own agendas.  

 

Nevertheless, global youth culture is contributing to a widening chasm between the 

ideal and the normative of sexual relationships in youth in much of Asia. In the new mega-

discos, youths dress and act in ways that are in opposition to cultural norms, including sexy 

clothes, sexy dancing (in some cases graphic such as pole and „dirty-dancing‟ styles) and 

drinking of alcohol. 

 

Sexual behaviour among youth may be changing for some, but in spite of 

contemporary changes, religious and cultural socialisation continues to instruct the young 

woman to remain a virgin until she marries. If she loses her virginity, she is described as a 

„slut‟ or „whore‟; ‘srey couch’. Increasing mobility outside the home makes girls more 

vulnerable as they have less protection from relatives. In a recent study of 150 young people, 

most girls drop out of school at puberty reflecting parental attempts to control girls‟ 

sexuality, as virginity is essential for marriage. Young people felt that parents were too strict 

with them, especially daughters, and that restriction of freedom was a source of conflict 

between generations (Ducos et al. 2002). 

 

Although the Prime Minister has been reported as being upset by miniskirts on 

Cambodian TV and more recently Cambodia entering the Miss World Pageant (Tomei 

2006), the readily accessible pirate video industry has opened up a wide panorama of 

entertainment from Hollywood movies to explicit pornography that would be hard to find if 

not illegal in „Adult‟ stores in the „North‟. The romantic dialogue between the „strong‟ man 
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and the „naïve‟ woman of the popular karaoke videos shown on TV and videos in homes and 

cafes, contrast with the hard pornography in back street private „coffee shops‟ including 

paedophilia, bestiality and portrayals of violent rape.  Of 677 minors in Phnom Penh and 

three provinces, 51 per cent said they had viewed pornography (61.7 per cent of boys and 

38.5 per cent of girls) usually by video or magazine (Child Welfare Group 2003). Video 

shops displayed pornography openly in 49 per cent of 133 observed locations with no 

restrictions for children to buy them. Research by Fordham (2005) on 100 youths aged 12 to 

18 years in Kandal Stung found that only 17.8 per cent of boys and 15.5 per cent of girls had 

never encountered pornographic materials, usually books (approximately 50 per cent) and 

secondarily films (approximately 25 per cent). Boys universally said that watching 

pornographic videos „made them want to have sex‟. Girls firstly said that they feel shy, but 

then they say that when they too are aroused, that they cannot study and that they want to 

„imitate what they see‟. Although it is a highly contentious and debated issue, pornography 

may cause a premature sexualising of children which makes them want to be sexually active 

before they are mature enough (ibid: 21). As well as pornography, in cinemas throughout 

Phnom Penh, billboards depict violent and bloody horror movies and are noticeable by their 

gruesome depiction of violence that highlight its aesthetic appeal (cf. Day 2002).  

 

Young men are thought to „have sexual urges that need to be released‟ (Phan and 

Patterson 1994). Research in Phnom Penh and Kratie with 665 unmarried men between 15 

and 24 years found that 39 per cent had given money or gifts in exchange for sex 

(Douthwaite and Sarouen 2006). The later age of getting married means that young men feel 

justified to experiment sexually, and the more young men mingle with others who are 

sexually experienced, the more likely they are to experiment further. 76 per cent of those 

who had experienced transactional sex had done so in the company of male friends (ibid: 

510). Bearup suggests:  

„by joining together to engage in gang rape (bauk), gangsters could simultaneously 

build a sense of group belonging …and fulfil their sense of masculinity‟ (ibid: 104).  

 

Men in Bearup‟s study often having simultaneous multiple partners including paid 

partners, casual partners and „sweethearts‟. Condom use was inconsistent while students self 

assessment was that the risk was minimal. This report also discussed the common 

occurrence of „bauk‟ (gang rape) of sex workers or „srey kalip’ (modern girl). Further 
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research on ‘bauk’ found that 61 per cent of moto-dup (motorbike taxi) drivers in 20 

provinces and four cities working in red light districts and guesthouse areas had heard of 

‘bauk’. This often involves verbal and physical violence (Tong Soprach 2004). Research by 

Giles (2004) with violent offenders found „bauk’ to be a „right of passage‟, along with 

drinking alcohol and going out and about (dar leng) with friends. This gang culture is a new 

phenomenon which involves individual and group violence where youths are both 

perpetrators and victims.  

 

Although it is not yet possible to link cause and effect between pornography and 

rape, Bearup‟s research (2003) indicates that „bauk’ is common among young men (34 per 

cent of boys at school in their survey said they knew others who did it). However, only 

about 13 per cent of respondents recognised bauk as being rape, or being wrong „because the 

woman does not give permission for the sexual act.‟ Significantly, 12.4 per cent of males 

and 8.1 per cent of females said that „bauk‟ was acceptable because „it does not hurt anyone 

because prostitutes see many men‟ and a further seven per cent of males and 3.8 per cent of 

females said it was acceptable „if all the men pay after they have finished.‟ 12.7 per cent of 

males and 16.7 per cent of females said bauk was wrong but that „it is better to happen to a 

prostitute than another woman.‟ This appears to reflect an attitude towards the prostitute as 

having fewer rights. Prostitutes become an anti-role model of what a woman or girl should 

not be. Wijingaarden (2005: 7-10) suggests people need to conceptualise women as low and 

„bad‟ and the Vietnamese as the despised minority become the lowest. This fits with Day‟s 

description of „male violence that exceeds the bounds of either law or morality‟ (Day 2002: 

276-277).    

 

Ethnic Vietnamese girls in Cambodia are more likely to being sold into prostitution, 

though how many is controversial due to the covert nature of the business. Reported 

percentages of sex workers according to age vary from 3.7 per cent to 44.9 per cent under 18 

years and from 15.3 per cent to 32.8 per cent Vietnamese ethnicity (Derks et al. 2006:22). 

Nishigaya (2002) suggests that low socio-economic status due to poor education, meagre 

factory wages, a high dependency rate within their rural households and an obligation as a 

daughter to provide for the family can push girls into sex work.  
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At the location of sex work, children are subjected to physical violence, alcohol and 

drug use (both self-taken and forced) and the subsequently high risk of contracting 

HIV/AIDS. It is likely (though difficult to prove) that the increasing global (Hughes 2000) 

and local access of pornography through the Internet including child pornography (Prak 

Chan Thul and Welsh 2007) has led to increasing demand of child prostitution and sex 

tourism. Morrish (2006) suggests a link between viewing child pornography at Internet cafes 

and sex tourism. Certain areas in Phnom Penh have received particular attention as places 

where children could be procured by tourists for sex. Ironically, international media 

accentuated the problem by giving detailed descriptions of where these areas were. These 

areas subsequently experienced infrequent but high publicity raids, perhaps pushing the 

problem even further underground. Victims of street-based child sexual exploitation tend to 

be children who have similar family stressors including domestic violence (Keane 2006). 

Youths can also become pimps even after being abused themselves (Grillot 2005).  

 

Very little was known about men who have sex with men (MSM) in Cambodia until 

recent research (Catalla et al. 2003) but there appears to be two categories, firstly sray sros 

(„charming „girl‟) or sak veng („long hair‟) who are transgender, and secondly pros saat or 

sak klay („handsome boy/man‟ or „short hair‟) who prefer to act in a more masculine way 

which may hide their sexuality. Verbal and physical abuse is common, even by parents 

when they find out about their children‟s sexuality, so that most live apart from their 

families with friends. They experience physical violence, sexual harassment, forced sex and 

rape. Several srey sros said that they receive such discrimination that the only work open to 

them is sex work. Seventeen percent of the 370 respondents who identified themselves as 

being srey sros said that their first sexual experience was between 10 to 14 years of age 

compared to two per cent of the pros saat, but the average first sexual intercourse with a 

man among the respondents was reported as 18 years. 

 

In 2003, Cambodia had one of the most serious HIV/AIDS epidemics outside of sub-

Saharan Africa. The HIV/AIDS prevalence rate in Cambodia fell from 3.9 per cent among 

15 to 49 year olds in 1997 to 2.8 per cent in 2002. However, there has been a substantial 

increase in the proportion of husband-to-wife transmission and mother-to-child 

transmission. Some 12,000 Cambodian children under the age of 15 live with HIV/AIDS, 
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and UNAIDS estimates that as many as 55,000 children had lost one or both parents to 

AIDS by the end of 2001 (NCHADS, 2002). Fear of the increase in HIV in women may also 

be causing some men to believe that having sex with children would prevent them from 

getting HIV. The Cambodia Daily, (Thet Sambath 2004) reported how two men aged 18 and 

42 years as having sex with two children, aged eight and five years, in an attempt to cure 

themselves from AIDS. „They believe that underage girls will cure their AIDS,‟ the official 

reported. 

 

During the Vietnamese occupation (1979-1993), Cambodia continued to be isolated 

from the „North‟ due to post-Vietnam war international disengagement with SE Asia. 

Oxfam, among others, had lobbied the international community for development aid 

(Mysliwiec, 1988) but very little had been forthcoming. In effect, Cambodia missed out on 

years of the development revolution that was reaching most of the developing world.  

Theories of modernisation suggest that „development will reduce violent crime‟ (Broadhurst 

2006).  However, even if there were a reduction in certain types of violence then this may be 

related to other factors or interventions or simply the time distance from the genocide but 

insufficient comparative studies have been made to demonstrate this.  

 

Even after the „Khmer Rouge‟ finally disbanded around 1999, the country continued 

to be at war and the civilian population continued to face a range of abuses from murder, 

rape, hostage-taking and the use of famine as a weapon by both the „Khmer Rouge‟ and the 

Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (Human Rights Watch 1995). The impact of structural 

violence therefore did not cease either in 1979 when the Vietnamese took control of the 

country or in 1990 when they left following the Paris Peace agreement (PPA) (UN 1991). 

Political killings around elections were 200 in 1993 including ethnic violence against the 

Vietnamese, between 91 and 133 in 1998 and 13 and 31 in 2002 elections and 0 and 31 in 

2003 (Hughes 2006: 319). Although psychological and cultural reasons have been given to 

explain a type of dysfunctionality that causes people to be „pathologically incapable of 

tolerating opposition or insubordination‟ leading to excessive violence (ibid: 336), patterns 

of violence may be more likely to be linked to the „more mundane amassing of wealth by 

members of the elite which in turn has led to consistent resistance to strengthening the police 

and judiciary.‟ „Do good, get good; do bad, get rich’ is a modern-day corruption of the 
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traditional Buddhist karmic saying ‘Do good, get good; do bad, get bad.’  This in turn 

creates fear and insecurity leading to gun ownership and use, mob violence and revenge 

attacks. 

.  

After the 1993 elections, King Sihanouk, as Head of State, proclaimed that 

Cambodia would be a democratic society operating a free market economic system. As a 

result, Phnom Penh has experienced greater levels of economic development, particularly of 

the garment industry and many people including young people have migrated to Phnom 

Penh, attracted by economic and educational opportunities. Meanwhile, the tight hold of a 

strict Communist Government decreased and ability to maintain nationwide health and 

education infrastructures also decreased. However, the Government agreed for the United 

Nations to invest millions of dollars into a „democratic‟ election process so this was the start 

of a mixed economy and the investment of international organisations and funds.  

 

Meanwhile the effects of conflict in Cambodia continue. In 2003, of 772 new 

landmine and unexploded ordnance casualties reported in Cambodia, 284 were children 

(International Campaign to Ban Landmines 2004) but even if the casualties were adults then 

children are affected. Even previously considered innocuous occupations of some rural 

children in Cambodia such as collecting firewood and water may be considered dangerous in 

some areas because of landmines. Boyden and Gibbs (1997: 100) have suggested this may 

cause tension for parents to be more protective and have more control over children. 

 

Violence in the community continues to be excessive perhaps partly due to the 

ongoing availability of weapons. In the first quarter of 2005, of 293 victims of reported 

violence, 9.3 per cent were children. Robberies caused eight deaths and 80 injuries while 

conflict and vengeances caused 12 deaths and 21 injuries. The risk of spontaneous acts of 

violence, which are ill-directed and non-utilitarian remains relatively high given the number 

of grenade incidents and accidents reported in the press and official sources (Broadhurst 

2006).  

 

 In the Working Group for Weapons Reduction (WGWR) study (2003: 8) 30 per cent 

of children said they did not feel safe in schools due to stabbings and beatings, robberies and 
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gangs. Nearly half (45 per cent) of the children said they had witnessed weapons being used 

at school, including knives, chains, sticks, axes, guns and belts and of 100 teachers 

interviewed, 28 per cent said they had witnessed weapons being used in school (ibid: 10).  In 

response, children feel the need to carry a weapon. Research on 9,388 children 

(MOEYS/UNESCO/UNICEF 2004) found that eight per cent said they had carried a gun, 

knife, stick, club or other weapon during the past 30 days. The ratio was 11 per cent of out-

of-school youths and five per cent for those in school.  

 

As a result, children continue to be anxious over the past and fearful of the future. 

Although armed conflict is now past, a survey of ninety Secondary School students by 

WGWR (2003: 9) found that the youths‟ greatest fear by far was war. One response was that 

war „destroyed everything and caused many dead, handicapped, injured people and 

widows.‟ It is significant that fear of war appears to still be a serious concern to youths 

today. Over half (52 per cent) of children said Cambodia was not yet at peace because:  

„There is violence, weapons are still used, people still have fear, robberies are 

commonplace, trafficking of women, the law is not respected, kidnappings, 

corruption, ongoing political crisis, people are killed so others can gain power‟ 

(WGWR 2003: 12). 

 

Research with 580 young people aged 13 to 28 years of age living in Phnom Penh by 

Bearup (2003) found that 12 per cent said they were exposed to youth gang intimidation and 

11 per cent theft while 62 per cent had witnessed robbery or assault. As many as 68 per cent 

of school students said they were worried about youth gangs. Often excessive violence is 

used as a way of resolving a competition for status, to defend personal or collective honour 

or „loss of face‟. Disturbingly, nearly three quarters of respondents (73 per cent) said that 

they had witnessed an assault where the victim deserved to be assaulted, indicating a 

disturbing acceptance of violence as a legitimate and acceptable means of solving a dispute. 

Furthermore, while theft of even small amounts was recognised to be stealing, respondents 

seemed more likely to consider a poor person who took something to be a thief than a 

wealthy person. This appears to be linked to prejudice and discrimination towards the poor, 

which in turn is linked to the belief in karma.  

 

This culture of violence is not challenged by the police themselves where there is 

little control over the use of firearms and lethal force. The police themselves have been 
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reported as using torture with minors for relatively minor infringements of law (LICADHO 

2003b). Furthermore, under the UNTAC de-mobilisation plan, large numbers of former 

soldiers were placed in policing roles on below subsistence wages, with no training with 

predictive results of bribery and corruption (Broadhurst 2006: 353, 372).  One third of 

human rights violations investigated by LICADHO in 2003 (LICADHO 2004c) were 

committed by the military or police.  Many „perceive the court system as a tool for the 

powerful and wealthy‟ more in line with the proverbs: „Go to the court, become poor‟ and 

„At court, the rich win, the poor lose‟ (LICADHO 2001: 30) illustrated by the story of the 

Fox Judge
23

 (Collins 1997: 15).  However, the fact that these proverbs and story have a 

history, indicate that this is not a new phenomenon. Although most young people in 

Bearup‟s (2003) survey felt that stealing was wrong, only 7.2 per cent said they would 

inform the police if they were aware of a theft by a friend. When asked if they had a 

problem with a wealthy gang member, would they be confident that the police would deal 

with it fairly; over half responded that they would not have confidence in the police (56.6 

per cent) or the courts (53.8 per cent). Distrust and fear of the police can in itself lead to 

vigilantism and mob violence.   

 

Hun Sen, the Prime Minister, provided protection and the possibility of a pardon to 

members of the „Khmer Rouge‟, no matter how senior, who submitted to his authority 

between 1996 and 1998. It was justified as putting the country‟s needs first by preventing 

civil war but has been criticised for not allowing closure to victims of the genocide. This 

previously „put the Government at odds with the international community on the issue of 

whether or not to try former „Khmer Rouge‟ leaders for crimes committed during the 

genocide‟ (Ledgerwood and Un 2003), although recently this has changed and trials have 

started albeit after considerable delay (Secretariat of the Royal Government Task Force 

2006).   

 

Gang violence was evident in January 2003 when large groups of students on 

motorcycles drove round the capital four abreast, generating support and anger against 
                                                           
23

Most Cambodian school children know this story. Two animals in the forest both claim to have caught the same fish. 

They bring the disputed catch to the fox-judge to ask his ruling. The judge proceeds to divide the fish, placing each half in 

one pan of his scales. But the scales tip to one side, so to make the division even and just, the fox slices off a little of the 

heavy portion and puts it aside for himself. But now the scales tip to the opposite side, so the fox again slices off a little for 

himself in an effort to make the pans of the scale even. The process continues until all that is left in the pans is a few bones 

for the disputing parties.  
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Thailand. It was suggested that a Thai actress, Suwanan Kongying, had said that 

Cambodians had stolen the temples of Angkor Wat from Thailand. Although she publicly 

denied making any such statement, the situation continued to deteriorate and students began 

destroying Thai restaurants and businesses, culminating into riots against the Thai Embassy. 

The slowness of intervention from the Government and the incitement of the Prime Minister 

of students were debated in the press (Maguire, 2005) but the speed at which violence could 

be precipitated was alarming.   

 

 Gang leaders possess patronage systems not dissimilar to the traditional patriarchy 

where they build alliances of power with other gangs and draw supporters from lower social 

positions (Bearup 2003: 70-71). As with other social hierarchies, youth will accept 

oppressive, corrupt and violent behaviour of patrons in return for „a degree of societal 

stability‟, so contemporary cultures of violence may not be so different than the past and a 

culture of violence continues.  

 

Even Cambodian refugee youth in the US are increasingly involved in crime and 

delinquency and this is attributed to a frustrated ethnic identity due to socio-historical 

context of Cambodia, a high level of family trauma, single parenting and authoritative 

parenting styles (especially of girls). Lack of male role models may lead boys to seek older 

peers who may be delinquent (Go and Le 2005). Refugee youth are exposed to ongoing 

violence; Berthold (1999) found half had experienced and two thirds had witnessed 

violence; which means that they are at risk of post-traumatic stress though most function 

adequately. More research is needed however, of their quality of life beyond „adequately‟ 

and how it might be improved.    

 

In spite of the promises of international development and child rights which could 

provide children with access to improved conditions and equity, external (UN, multi-

nationals, international mafia) and internal (government, local authority and police) power-

brokering continues to militate against improvement in children‟s lives. This is compounded 

by the new problems of HIV/AIDS and a media which often seems to exacerbate violence.   
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Conclusion 

 

Although Cambodia has a religious tradition of non-violence, it has inherited many 

traditional and religious values congruent with Galtung‟s theory that may precipitate a 

culture of violence, including oppressive hierarchies, fear of loss of face and the overarching 

fatalism kampia which keeps victims down and seems to encourage the bully. In addition, 

although the „Khmer Rouge‟ has made little lasting impression on peoples‟ values, the 

fallout has left a society where the social and educational infrastructure may take 

generations to recover. Finally, while development might have the potential to improve the 

situation for children, violence continues to be an ongoing theme for children, together with 

a lack of values and compounded by the negative influences of the media. The Cambodian 

Buddhist Patriarch, the Venerable Maha Ghosananda:  

„The cause of fighting and war is greed, anger, hatred and ignorance. The cause of 

peace is morality, concentration and wisdom; also truthfulness and gratitude. When 

we have truth there is no more greed. When there is compassion there is no more 

anger. When there is wisdom there is no more ignorance. So there is no more 

fighting. We must keep morality‟ (cited in Hughes 1998).    

 

Another view came from a surprising source; one of the former „Khmer Rouge‟ leaders, 

Nuan Chea, who summed up one of the tensions of contemporary Cambodia:  

„Humans follow their nature, they are competitive and become greedy, angry and  

confused, so there is no peace‟ (Doyle 2004). 

 

 Nevertheless, Cambodian children‟s resilience is demonstrated in their ability to 

overcome and adapt to massive change. This was evidenced in a visit in 2005 to an area 

where a group of people had been evicted to on the Thai Cambodian border. Having 

experienced the „Khmer Rouge‟ era, being forced to live in refugee camps and then re-

settled in Poipet, they were illegally evicted by the military to an area far from any shops 

and utilities in an area which was heavily mined. In spite of this, children were helping their 

families to rebuild a community.  

 

Another example is Thong Romanea, one of my research assistants. Like many other 

Cambodians, his childhood was complex and tragic (see Appendix 7) but his resilience has 

been remarkable; much of which he would attribute to his faith.  
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This chapter has explored the importance of the context of Cambodia and 

particularly the effects of culture and political structural history on childhood and violence 

involving children at different ecological levels. It noted that different children at different 

historical times would experience very different life events. The next chapter will explore 

how violence involving children can be defined and the way violence involving children has 

been and is being addressed. 
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Chapter 3 

 

 

Ways of Understanding Violence involving Children. 
 

‘Drip by drip, water pierces stone.’
24

 Khmer proverb 

  

  The previous chapter explored some of the significant ways in which the traditional 

historical animistic Hindu-Buddhist context, the „Khmer Rouge‟ era and contemporary 

influences have all affected people‟s attitude to children and their response to and 

participation in violence. This chapter surveys the literature on violence involving children 

and considers some of the emerging values and how these are practically being used to bring 

about change to benefit the lives of children. 

 

The chapter first examines some of the evolving definitions of violence which are of 

relevance to this research: physical punishment in the home and school, sexual abuse and 

selling of children, bullying and violence from children towards adults. Some of these 

definitions are global and some are linked to legal definitions used in Cambodia. The 

chapter goes on to explore how prevalent these different forms of violence are globally, 

together with some of their consequences.  It then explores some of the theoretical models 

that attempt to explain causes of violence involving children together with how the 

international and emerging Cambodian child protection movement is starting to address it.  

 

Definitions of violence and some of the problems of definition  

 

A clear definition enables us to monitor the incidence of violence affecting children, 

to examine trends over time and to compare the problem across jurisdictions. A consistent 

definition also helps researchers to measure risk and protective factors for victimisation and 

perpetration in a consistent manner. This ultimately informs both prevention and 

intervention efforts. 

 

                                                           
24 This proverb could be interpreted in two ways. If water represents violence then ongoing persistent violence may damage 

the most resilient person or community. In contrast, if water represents appropriate action then ongoing action can make a 

difference to a situation that may seem to be intransigent. 
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This subsection explores violence in general, followed by the six areas of violence 

discussed in this research. Emotional abuse was not specifically explored in this research 

except where it relates to the six areas of violence included in the research. Neglect has also 

been excluded in this study, though the effects of neglect may be more pervasive than 

violence and is of particular concern among the poorest of the poor. It is understood that the 

issue of neglect has often been „neglected‟ (McSherry 2007).     

 

Violence and child abuse 

Existing researchers and policymakers do not often use common definitions when 

defining violence and abuse. Even where this has been done, those in positions of power 

may prefer not to define a particular type of violence too specifically, so that they cannot be 

seen to be obliged to do something to address it. The World Health Organization defines 

violence as:  

„the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, 

another person or against a group or community that either results in or has a high 

likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, mal-development or 

deprivation‟ (WHO, 1996: 2).  

 

This definition applies to self-directed, interpersonal and collective violence. WHO‟s (Krug 

et al. 2002: 59) „World Report on Violence and Health‟ suggested that:   

„there is general agreement across cultures that child abuse should not be allowed 

and virtual unanimity in this respect where very harsh disciplinary practices and 

sexual abuse are concerned.‟  

 

However, what is considered „child abuse‟, „very harsh disciplinary practices‟ and „sexual 

abuse‟ have different meanings in different cultural and historical contexts as demonstrated 

in the previous chapter.  

 

The WHO Consultation on Child Abuse Prevention drafted the following definition:  

„Child abuse or violence constitutes all forms of physical and/or emotional ill- 

treatment, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent treatment or commercial or other 

exploitation, resulting in actual or potential harm to the child‟s health, survival, 

development or dignity in the context of a relationship of responsibility, trust or 

power‟ (WHO 1999: 99/1). 

 

In practice, defining child abuse is complicated because the way people define something as 

abusive or not is „in the eye of the beholder‟. Culturally and historically, actions against 
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children which would be abhorred in one context are acceptable in another (Korbin 1981).  

Historically, there seems to have been a process where there has needed to be a sufficient 

concern of a critical mass of people to address the issue. In the „North‟, this seems to have 

been done in succession; severe physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse and then 

neglect have subsequently been considered abusive (Barnett et al. 2005). However, even in 

countries who consider themselves advocates of child rights, the same degree of violence 

committed against a child by an adult would be considered serious enough to prosecute if 

used by adults against adults, e.g. grievous bodily harm. Although there is debate over when 

torture can ever be morally permissible against terrorists (Bagaric and Clarke 2007), some 

children experience torture as part of their upbringing.  

 

These challenges in defining different forms of violence involving children have 

meant that it has been difficult to compare the different categories and therefore 

policymakers have found it difficult to develop interventions to address it, when definitions 

have been so broad (Corby 2006). It is only very recently that children‟s own perspectives 

on whether they consider violence against children or adults to be abusive have been 

considered (Paredes-Japa 2001; Gorin, 2004; Mullender, et al., 2002; Mudaly & Goddard, 

2006;Beazley et al., 2005). Their lack of ability to contribute to the debate may make 

violence more possible or even likely. The following definitions of specific types of 

violence provide my working definitions, but it is understood that Cambodian children‟s 

understandings may be different than mine and this needs to be taken into consideration 

when determining findings. 

 

Physical punishment 

Defining whether child abuse is abusive is further complicated over the issue of 

physical punishment. Many people in the „North‟ and „South‟ consider slapping or spanking 

to be culturally „normal‟ (Barnett et al., 2005; Beazley et al., 2005) and therefore do not 

consider it to be abusive. Many may have experienced it themselves and „don‟t see the 

harm‟. Douglas (2006a) with data from 32 sites in 17 countries found that the history of the 

social and cultural group is as important as one‟s individual experiences in determining 

attitudes about physical punishment.  
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The definition that Save the Children Fund gives is:  

„Physical and emotional punishment includes acts carried out by adults causing 

physical and/or psychological pain in the belief  that these are the correct means of 

disciplining, correcting, controlling, modifying the behaviour of, educating or 

otherwise raising a child‟ (Beazley et al. 2005: 7).    

 

However, advocates of a ban have suggested:  

„Hitting and deliberately hurting and humiliating people, deliberately breaches their 

fundamental rights to physical integrity and human dignity, and children are people 

too‟ (Newell 2005: 1).  

 

Beazley et al. (2005) suggest that physical punishment can involve physical, verbal 

and humiliating acts. It is justified by carers because they believe it will keep children from 

getting „out of control‟ and becoming delinquent; children need correcting because adults 

feel „some children do not understand talking‟ (Beazley et al. 2005:125).  Nevertheless, 

there is some debate among professionals as to whether a distinction can be made between 

physical punishment and physical abuse. Some suggest both are points on a continuum of 

violence. Others, that they are synonymous. While some suggested that physical injury 

could differentiate between the two, children can be put in situations of intense physical 

discomfort without injury and they can also experience extreme humiliation and fear which 

they consider worse than the physical discomfort, so differentiation in practice may not be 

useful. Some have suggested it both effective and desirable, others that it is ineffective at 

best and harmful at worst (Gershoff 2002). 

 

The term „reasonable chastisement‟ as a legal term has been exported around the 

world (Newell 2005). Nevertheless, Article 19 of the UNCRC requires States to protect 

children from „all forms of physical or mental violence‟ while in the care of parents or 

others. The Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC) has consistently interpreted the 

Convention as requiring States to protect children from all physical punishment and has 

recommended that prohibition should be accompanied by public education to promote 

positive discipline. According to the End Physical Punishment 

(www.endphysicalpunishment.org) movement, in 2007 twenty States protected children by 

law from all forms of physical punishment. Physical punishment by schools is now less 

acceptable than in the home (101 countries prohibit physical punishment in schools) so laws 

and policies of this kind are more prevalent in the school setting.   

http://www.endcorporalpunishment.org/
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In the draft civil code submitted by the Ministry of Justice to the Royal Government 

of Cambodia (RGC) Council of Ministers in 2003, article 1044 stated that „a person who has 

parental authority may punish his/her child by himself/herself within necessary scope‟ but 

„necessary scope‟ is undefined.  Similarly, the Marriage and Family Law
25

 (1989) says 

parental powers shall be revoked if they „…badly treat‟ their children‟, „badly treat‟ is 

undefined. The RGC „Prevention of Domestic Violence and Protection of Victims Law‟ 

passed in 2005 describes how domestic violence can include „violence against dependent 

children‟ and that violence is defined as „that which affects life‟ (that related to homicide), 

„physical integrity‟ (with or without weapons) and „torture or cruel acts‟ (including 

psychological, emotional and physical harm) „exceeding morality and the bounds of the law‟ 

(though that which „exceeds morality‟ is also undefined). The law puts an obligation on 

authorities to take action but because there is no clear definition of which „authority‟, 

nobody appears to be assuming responsibility to enforce the law (CAMBOW 2007: 8). 

 

 The Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MOEYS) policy has stated that 

physical punishment is forbidden in primary schools, Article 9 of the draft
26

 of the new RGC 

Education Law states:  

„A learner shall have…the right to receive respect and observe human rights of 

learners especially the right to dignity, the right to freedom from any form of 

physical punishment or freedom from physical and mental torture‟ (UNICEF 2005: 

26). 

 

This addresses both physical punishment and bullying by children and teachers.  

Child sexual abuse and rape 

With the recent surge of concern regarding sexual abuse in the „North‟, child abuse 

has sometimes been considered to be synonymous with sexual abuse. Although sexual 

activity between adults and children has likely occurred throughout history, „current 

definitions focus on types of behaviours and intent involved, as well as age and/or power 

                                                           
25

http://www.cambodia.gov.kh/unicgi/download.sh/Law_on_Marriage_and_Family.doc?top_dir=/home/unisql/egov&file=

englishdb/material/17/17.doc.  Last accessed 1/2/2008. 
26

 The acceptance of this law by the Council of Ministers is still pending.           

 

http://www.cambodia.gov.kh/unicgi/download.sh/Law_on_Marriage_and_Family.doc?top_dir=/home/unisql/egov&file=englishdb/material/17/17.doc
http://www.cambodia.gov.kh/unicgi/download.sh/Law_on_Marriage_and_Family.doc?top_dir=/home/unisql/egov&file=englishdb/material/17/17.doc
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discrepancies between offenders and victims‟ (Barnett et al. 2005: 94). A recent definition 

includes the four components that are currently considered to be essential:  

a) can include extra-familial and intra-familial abuse 

b) includes physical and non-contact activities 

c) emphasise adults power differential which means children cannot choose 

d) maturational advantage of perpetrator over victim (ibid: 89) 

 

Any child below the age of consent may be deemed to have been sexually abused:  

„when a sexually mature person has, by design or by neglect of their usual societal or 

specific responsibilities in relation to the child, engaged or permitted the engagement 

of that child in any activity of a sexual nature which is intended to lead to sexual 

gratification of the sexually mature person. This definition pertains, whether or not it 

involved genital contact and whether or not there is discernible harmful outcome in 

the short term‟ (Glaser and Frosh 1988: 5)  

 

Sexual abuse can involve other forms of violence both physical due to force and 

sadism as well as psychological intimidation.  It can occur to children in the context of 

marriage or dating, by strangers or relatives, involving blackmail or in return for favours, 

can lead to pregnancy, forced abortions as well as sexually transmitted diseases and 

HIV/AIDS. 

 

Due to the current level of taboo, it is harder to find written justification for 

paedophilia. However, over 50 years ago Kinsey et al. (1953: 121) remarked that „it is 

difficult to understand why a child, except for its cultural conditioning, should be disturbed 

at having its genitalia touched, or disturbed at seeing the genitalia of other persons, or 

disturbed at even more specific sexual contacts.‟ Conversely, it could be argued that children 

may be culturally conditioned or groomed to accept that certain forms of abuse are „normal‟.  

If „normal‟ means „commonly occurs‟ then the prevalence rates suggested in this thesis may 

indicate this to be true but in this context „normal‟ is more likely to mean „acceptable to the 

perpetrator‟ and perhaps „…the wider community‟.  

 

Where the age gap between the person being accused as the abuser and the child 

being abused is small, the assumption may be that it is not abusive but consensual. Someone 

considered to be a child could be very violent and abusive against someone considered to be 

adult.  Nevertheless, although a child may consent to an older person having sex with them, 

valid consent of a child is considered to not be possible by child rights‟ activists and in some 

legal frameworks.  
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The current international pornographic industry might suggest that some forms of 

sexual violence are on a spectrum of normal sexual behaviour where both adults consent but 

sexual violence against children is considered to be strictly unacceptable in current 

international child welfare and legal frameworks. The definition of rape in Cambodia is „any 

sexual act involving penetration carried out through cruelty, coercion or surprise‟ (UNTAC 

Criminal Code, Article 33).
27

 Attempted penetration carries the same punishment, so 

theoretically both are of equal importance. Although age of consent is not clear in 

Cambodian law, if rape occurs with a child under 16 years there are more serious 

consequences. However, this means that it is much harder to prosecute for sexual abuse not 

involving penetration, even assuming that penetration itself was easy to prove, which it is 

not. Indecent assault is defined legally as a „misdemeanour‟; „sexually offending another 

person of either sex by touching, caressing, or any other sexual act not involving 

penetration‟ (UNTAC Criminal Code, Article 42). If this is with a child under 14 years then 

again this is considered to be more serious. The new RGC „Prevention of Domestic Violence 

and Protection of Victims Law‟ passed in 2005 (CAMBOW 2007: 8) states that violence can 

include „acts of sexual aggression‟ (Article 3) which includes „violent sex, sexual 

harassment and indecent exposure‟ (Article 7) providing a wider definition of sexual abuse, 

though „sexual harassment‟ is not defined. However, the problem is not definition in law but 

arrest by police and prosecution of acts by judiciary who are not necessarily convinced of its 

seriousness except perhaps where the father of the child is involved. LICADHO (2004a) 

reported that the most severe sentences were handed down in cases where the accused was 

the father or stepfather indicating that incest is the type of sexual abuse viewed most 

negatively by the judiciary and general public. This may mean that it is even more hidden.   

 

Gang rape (bauk) is described by NGOs as the rape of a person by two or more 

perpetrators; up to ten „if very angry with that girl‟ (Bearup, 2003: 87) but the definition is a 

mathematical reference to plus (+) in Khmer script and is a colloquial reference to the 

practice of sexual behaviour where young men save money by sharing a prostitute, 

irrespective of whether it is consensual or not (Tong Soprach 2004). In spite of the law 

suggesting otherwise, a prostitute being interviewed about ‘bauk’, said: „if a group of boys 

                                                           
27 See Appendix 4: Legal Instruments for some of the key laws on violence and sexual abuse. Also UNICEF 2005: 28.  
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did the same thing to a high school student it would be considered rape‟ but, she added, the 

same rules do not apply to her. „We are sex workers and have a price‟ (Doyle and Samaen  

2003).  

Children sold  

In a study focusing on violence against children, at first sight it may seem 

inappropriate to include selling of children. However, if selling is seen as a way in which 

children are forced to do something against their will, with or without the use of violence or 

force, then the link with violence becomes more apparent. It also fits the WHO (1999) 

definition for child abuse at the beginning of this chapter. Selling has not traditionally been 

categorised as a form of child abuse although trafficking is mentioned in Corby‟s third 

edition (2006: 240-241) but it is currently receiving a high profile as a form of exploitation 

requiring intervention. The link between selling and trafficking is described below. 

 

Selling of children needs to be placed in the context of child labour. The RGC 

Labour Law (1997) prohibits „hazardous work‟ for people under the age of 18, but the law is 

vague. The 1997 Labour Law
28

 also covers debt bondage, slavery, and forced child labour; 

all related to the selling of children. More details are described in Appendix 4.  Recent 

research (Villanger, 2006) is leading to debate about the definition of debt bondage and 

differentiating between coercive relationships using manipulation to bond the workers and 

more „voluntary‟ contractual agreements, but theoretically children are not in a position to 

volunteer and legally enter such contracts. The precise age of young workers is difficult to 

determine because registering births in Cambodia is not common (Committee on the Rights 

of the Child 1998) and underage workers and guardians secure employment by providing 

false identification papers or offering bribes to recruiters.
29

 Also because some forms of 

child labour are illegal then children are required to do them „underground‟ in conditions 

that do not have the protection that adults would normally have and are therefore even more 

vulnerable to violence and abuse (cf. Qvortrup 1991). 

 

                                                           
28 http://www.gocambodia.com/Laws/labor_law.asp. Last accessed 2/2/2008. 
29

 http://www.dol.gov/ilab/media/reports/iclp/Advancing1/html/cambodia.htm#404. Last accessed 11/7/07. 

http://www.gocambodia.com/Laws/labor_law.asp
http://www.dol.gov/ilab/media/reports/iclp/Advancing1/html/cambodia.htm#404
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The 1996 RGC „Law on the Suppression, Kidnapping, Trafficking and Exploitation 

of Human Beings‟
30

 contains a clause which says that any person who commits acts of 

„debauchery‟ with a minor below 15 years, even where there is consent, or who buys a 

minor from a person or pimp, shall be subject to imprisonment of 10 to 20 years. Cambodia 

has also signed the „Optional Protocol of the UNCRC on the Sale of Children, Child Sexual 

exploitation and Child Pornography‟
31

 in 2002 which states that the sale of children means 

„any act or transaction whereby a child is transferred by any person or group of persons to 

another for remuneration or any other consideration‟ but this has not been fully implemented 

in Cambodia yet. The „UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons 

especially Women and Children‟ (Palermo Protocol
32

) which supplements the United 

Nations Convention against Trans-National Organised Crime
33

 defines trafficking as:  

 

„The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons,  

by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of 

fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the 

giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having 

control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation.‟  

 

The International Labor Organization (ILO) Convention 182
34

 recognises trafficking as one 

of the worst forms of child labour. Both of these have been ratified but the current draft 

„Law on Suppression of Human Trafficking and Sexual Exploitation‟ still has to be adjusted 

to the Palermo Protocol and to the Penal Code.
35

  

 

Again controversy is possible as to whether it is still exploitative if the child „agrees‟ 

to being sold. Derks et al. (2006) suggest that dichotomies between „voluntary‟ and „forced‟, 

between „choice‟ and „coercion‟ „may not be consistent with the diversity of views and 

experiences of sex workers themselves.‟ Research by Seng Bunly et al. (1998) indicate that 

the ability that they thought they had to choose whether they want to be sex workers 

(voluntarily or involuntarily) varied considerably from province to province. All women and 

girls born in Stung Treng and Mondalkiri said that it was involuntary (100 per cent) whereas 
                                                           
 
30 http://www.bigpond.com.kh/Council_of_Jurists/Penal/pen006g.htm  last accessed 2/2/2008 
31

 http://www.unicef.org/crc/index_30204.html. Last accessed 12/01/2008. 
32 http://untreaty.un.org/English/notpubl/18-12-a.E.doc. Last accessed 14/01/08. 
33 http://www.unodc.org/unodc/trafficking_convention.html. Last accessed 30/04/07. 
34 www.ilocarib.org.tt/childlabour/c182.htm. Last accessed 2/02/2008. 
35 http://www.phnompenh.um.dk/NR/rdonlyres/4484357E-DC95-4A87-B759-         

6E9578866149/0/JMIProgressReportupdated22March2007_byTWGF.pdf.  Last accessed 12/07/07. 

http://www.bigpond.com.kh/Council_of_Jurists/Penal/pen006g.htm
http://www.unicef.org/crc/index_30204.html
http://untreaty.un.org/English/notpubl/18-12-a.E.doc
http://www.unodc.org/unodc/trafficking_convention.html
http://www.ilocarib.org.tt/childlabour/c182.htm
http://www.phnompenh.um.dk/NR/rdonlyres/4484357E-DC95-4A87-B759-%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%206E9578866149/0/JMIProgressReportupdated22March2007_byTWGF.pdf
http://www.phnompenh.um.dk/NR/rdonlyres/4484357E-DC95-4A87-B759-%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%206E9578866149/0/JMIProgressReportupdated22March2007_byTWGF.pdf
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from Koh Kong it was 50 per cent; Svay Rieng, 31 per cent; and Kompong Speu, 23.1 per 

cent. However, many things pull children into sex work and although some may believe they 

are helping to support their families, even this is not straightforward.
36

  Steinfatt (2003) 

describes how status in a brothel can change. For example, a girl sold into a brothel may 

initially resist but later choose to remain after the debt has been paid off. The issue of 

consent by children to be sold if they are under 18 years is particularly significant where, 

citing Article 12 of the UNCRC, child activists are expecting children to make decisions on 

what affects them, as it appears to conflict with the UN „Palermo‟ Protocol which says that 

trafficking of children (under 18 years), unlike that of adults:  

„does not need to involve force, fraud, deception or abuse of power or vulnerability; 

any recruitment of a child into exploitation is considered „trafficking in persons.‟
37

  

 

This approach could be criticised for not taking into consideration the particular needs of 

children and for being patronising towards „women‟ who are treated like children. It also 

puts centres that receive trafficked children in a difficult position when children don‟t want 

to be there and may even prefer to be back in the brothel or the place of work they come 

from. 

 

In cross-cultural research on child work, children were found to elect to be 

voluntarily „sold‟ as opposed to being „forced‟ or „tricked‟ because they want to help their 

families and enjoy feeling valued (Woodhead 1998). Cambodian children, especially girls 

often feel a reciprocal obligation to their parents for bringing them into the world and raising 

them. They can feel a sense of duty acutely to their family (Derks 1997: 27). There is also an 

acceptance of one‟s karma/fate. This may also be used by those who sell or buy the children 

to justify their action, by the brothel owners to keep them in the brothel, and even by the 

paedophiles who pay them. For example, in situations where family members are involved 

in trafficking there is a high risk of being trafficked again. However, even those advocating 

the legalisation of prostitution would admit the possibility that some children might actually 

„sell themselves‟ in order to get money for their family, but this does not necessarily make it 

acceptable or safe for children (or even adults).   

                                                           
36 One case study by Freed (2003: 142) describes how a 16 year old let herself be sold by her stepmother to be prostituted 

to help her brother. She thought she would be released after three months paying off the debt but her stepmother had 
returned to get additional money for herself. Freed described how another girl found it of some comfort that she had helped 

her family from starving. 
37

 http://untreaty.un.org/English/notpubl/18-12-a.E.doc. Last accessed 14/01/08. 

http://untreaty.un.org/English/notpubl/18-12-a.E.doc
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Peer bullying 

 

Peer bullying in schools in the „North‟ has only recently been described as a form of 

child abuse in schools (Aluedse 2006) because the effects of peer to peer violence tend to be 

minimised by adults. The same violent act against an adult that might be considered a crime 

would rarely be so labelled against a child:   

 

„Research has rarely considered such basic questions as whether it (peer violence) is 

fundamentally less overwhelming, less injurious, less psychologically harmful, 

differently motivated or characterized by different sequences of interaction‟ 

(Finkelhor et al. 2006:1401). 

 

Bullying is where there is „repeated oppression, psychological or physical, of a less 

powerful person by a more powerful person‟ (Farrington 1993: 381). This is often related to 

prejudice against a child who is „different‟ because of class, economic status, family status, 

caste, race, ability/disability and sexuality. It can be physical or non-physical in nature. Non-

physical can be further divided into direct non-verbal which involves for example, „rude 

gestures and mean faces‟ or indirect non-verbal which involves manipulation of friendships, 

social relations and reputations (Sullivan et al. 2004). Children experience a high frequency 

of violence from other children which may not be as benign in younger children as is often 

assumed by adults (Finkelhor et al. 2006: 1403). 

 

The distinction between bully and victim may not be as wide as is often thought. 

Research by Liang et al. (2007: 161) in South Africa differentiate between bullies (8.2 per 

cent ), victims (19.3 per cent ) and bully-victims (8.7 per cent ): those who are both bullied 

and bully others. This could indicate that a „cycle of violence‟ may be peer-related and 

short-term as well as inter-generational and long-term. The lack of research or programmes 

on bullying by international, government or NGOs in the developing world indicates that it 

is not considered to be a priority by adults compared to other issues that appear to be more 

pressing.  

 

 

 



 68 

Youth violence towards adults 

In contrast to the hidden nature of bullying is the high visibility of youth violence. 

This is included here because this thesis focuses on the way violence affects children in 

Cambodia primarily as victims but also as perpetrators in the form of bullying and youth 

violence. Youth violence usually refers to violence committed by adolescent youth including 

violence using weapons mainly against other youth and sometimes involving drugs. The 

WHO confines the age range of youth violence from 10 to 29 years but the concern of this 

thesis is under 18 years.   

 

Children who act in an aggressive way are an affront to what adults consider to be a 

„normal‟ child. Youths who act in an excessively aggressive way have been called „super-

predators‟ (Garbarino 2001: 84) a term which exaggerates their hostility and may lead to 

them forfeiting their right to be treated as children. These youth can be scape-goated as the 

cause of society‟s ills. They are sometimes tried and prosecuted as adults by the judicial 

system, even where child-focused facilities are available. However, „demonising‟ them may 

not provide an opportunity for them to be heard or understood. This is of particular interest 

in Cambodia where it was youth soldiers who were the backbone of the brutal „Khmer 

Rouge‟ army (see Chapter 2) and the memory of them and the extent of the damage they 

caused may still linger in the minds of those who are currently parents and grandparents, and 

of police and judiciary, who are aware of just how brutal youth can be.  

Prevalence and consequences of violence 

 

This section will explore current global and Cambodian research to demonstrate how 

extensive the problem of violence is. It then explores some of the consequences to 

individuals and where information is available to communities and nations. Where research 

has been done in Cambodia this is presented first, followed by cross-cultural studies from 

other parts of Asia. Where local research is lacking, evidence is presented from the „North‟, 

where most research on violence and child abuse is conducted. However, it is understood 

that there are so many cultural, economic, political and social differences between 

developed countries and a society like Cambodia that it would be misleading to link what 

applies in the first context likely applies in the second so this is not implied here. 
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Violence in general 

 

According to WHO (Krug et al. 2002: 9,10), in 2000 an estimated 1.6 million people 

died globally as a result of self-inflicted, interpersonal or collective violence, the vast 

majority (90 per cent ) in the low-middle income countries. This effect is exaggerated 

further in countries affected by or recovering from conflict and war such as Cambodia. In an 

effort to encourage governments to give additional funding to preventive measures and 

health care they emphasise how violence costs countries billions of US dollars each year in 

health care, absenteeism from work and school and lost productivity. The WHO report 

emphasised that victims of physical and sexual violence, including children, have more 

health problems and significantly higher health costs as they get older. Violence is related to 

increased disability, accidents, depression, suicide, alcohol/drug misuse, unwanted 

pregnancies, HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases. Child abuse leads to a 

significant portion of the global burden of disease including major forms of physical and 

psychological illness (Krug et al. 2002: 69). 

 

Children face higher frequencies of violence than most adults encounter, although 

this reality is not widely recognised (Finkelhor et al. 2006: 1401). In research in the States 

with 2,030 children aged 2 to 17 years, 22 per cent of the sample had experienced four or 

more different types of victimisation in the past year (Finkelhor et al. 2007: 7). Current 

findings also suggest that boys are somewhat more likely to be poly-victims (Finkelhor et al. 

2005: 5).  Poly-victimization was highly predictive of trauma symptoms. All of these need 

to be verified in the Cambodian context.  

 

Although it has improved since starting this research, comparatively little research 

has been conducted on the way violence impinges on children‟s lives in Cambodia. 

Although research has been conducted into domestic violence, this has primarily focused on 

women. There has been no research into peer-bullying and little on physical punishment in 

schools. Rights organisations including LICADHO (2004a) has recorded and presented 

information on the incidence of reported cases of child rape, but there had been no 

community research studies on the incidence of child sexual abuse. There was increasing 

interest in research on the selling of (and trafficking of) children over the period of 

conducting the research but comparatively little research at the beginning of this period.  
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Research conducted on children in Asia has tended to focus on health of children 

under 5 years, education of primary school children (e.g. UNICEF State of the World‟s 

Children 2007) and more extreme kinds of violence involving children – child soldiers 

(Machel 1996), child „prostitutes‟ (in preparation and coming out of the „World Congress on 

Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children‟, (Muntarbhorn 1996, 2001), extreme forms of 

child labour (ILO 2006), etc. I was keen to identify the types more common to children‟s 

experience. Following a meeting with LICADHO, the primary Cambodian child rights‟ 

organisation, I established that physical punishment in schools, physical discipline at home, 

and bullying were common. Child rape, selling of children, and youth violence towards 

adults were also of significance in Cambodia.  

 

The volume of research available on violence involving children is very limited in 

most developing countries. Mahbubani (2005) at the ISPCAN Asia conference in Singapore 

in 2005 gave a comparison between the amount of research literature available about child 

abuse in Asia compared with, for example, Australia. The latter far exceeded the former 

even though it contains several million children in one comparatively small country, 

compared to billions of children in Asia. While the „State of the World‟s Children‟, 

produced annually by UNICEF, focuses on health and more recently education, aspects of 

violence and abuse have until recently been excluded. ISPCAN‟s „World Perspectives on 

Child Abuse‟ with data from key stakeholders and the recent „UN Study on Violence against 

Children‟ is an attempt to rectify this as data is gathered from all governments of the world 

as well as a number of other International and Non Governmental Organisations. 

 

Physical punishment at home 

  

The prevalence of physical punishment is dependent on the cultural attitude to it. 

Taking into consideration the fact that many people might not want to admit it, a cross-

cultural study (Douglas, 2006a) with data from university students at 32 sites in seventeen 

countries found that the approval rates for spanking a teenager ranged from 13 to 72 per 

cent, with a median approval rating of 32 per cent. All Asian sites, except China, had higher 

percentages than the median, indicating a regional acceptance of punishment of children:  

For spanking a child:  

Pune, India 66.0% ;Pusan, South Korea 85%; Singapore 69.5% and China 35.8%. 
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For spanking a teenager:  

Pune, India 71.8%; Pusan, South Korea 55.5%; Singapore 42.7% and China 25.9%.   

(ibid: 294). 

 

It is not clear why China was significantly less. 

 

Save the Children‟s (Beazley et al., 2005) comparative research of eight countries in 

SE Asia found that 80 per cent of Cambodian children said they were beaten at home. Boys 

were punished by kicking, hitting with object and pinching, while girls were punished by 

pinching, pulling and joint twisting (ibid: 147). Cambodian children also reported being 

„punished as a result of anger, caused by gambling and drinking‟ (ibid: 142-143). Mothers 

were mentioned as punishers by Cambodian children; 6 per cent more frequently than their 

fathers (ibid: 144). In the inter-country comparative study of 10,073 children across East 

Asia and the Pacific by UNICEF (2001), of the sample of 500 Cambodian children aged 9 to 

17 years in school, when the children were asked „When I do something wrong my 

parents…‟ 44 per cent responded „beat me‟ (ibid: 34). The regional average was 23 per cent. 

Cambodia had the second highest score after East Timor (53 per cent); these two countries 

in the region have experienced a consistently high level of war and conflict over the past 30 

years. Also 27 per cent of Vietnamese and 26 per cent of Thai children reported that when 

they „do something wrong, their parents beat them‟, even though Vietnam has experienced 

recent war and Thailand has experienced relative peace. It is not clear how much of these 

differences can be attributed to war and conflict, genocide, poverty or political 

stability/instability. 

 

In the MOEYS/ UNESCO/UNICEF National Cambodian Youth Risk Survey (2004) 

of 9,388 children aged 11 to 18 years, 24.1 per cent of children said that domestic violence 

had occurred in their household in the past 30 days, 14.5 per cent more than once.  Perceived 

victims of domestic violence were mothers (73.6 per cent), girls (50.1 per cent), boys (40.7 

per cent) and fathers (5.0 per cent). Research by the RUPP in 1999 found that of the 400 

children aged 10 to 12 years in Phnom Penh, 58 per cent of children had been beaten 

themselves, 56 per cent had witnessed the beating of a close relative and three per cent had 

witnessed the killing of a close relative (cited in Gray, 2001). Research in a Thai-Cambodian 

Refugee Processing Centre (Wood 1983) found that most parents reported they were stricter 
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with their daughters than sons but observation did not corroborate this tendency and 

suggested the opposite. Nelson and Zimmerman (1996) using interviews with 2,764 

households found that the majority (67.5 per cent) believed they should hit their children as 

a disciplinary measure (more women (71.6 per cent) than men (57.3 per cent)), perhaps 

because they spend more time with their children. Where spousal abuse was occurring, both 

the abuser and the abused were more likely to abuse their children verifying the „cycle of 

violence‟ theory.  

 

The methods used to punish children often involve using an implement which can 

result in injury, disability and even death (Krug et al. 2002: 64). The Save the Children 

Alliance research (Beazley et al., 2005:164) said that in „body mapping‟ where children 

draw the injuries on different parts of the body that they have received through punishment, 

on a diagram representing their body,
 
Cambodian children said that the head was often 

targeted. This is especially a concern due to vulnerability to head injury as well as the 

cultural humiliation that being touched on the head is considered to be taboo. When parents 

use physical punishment with their children, they communicate with their children that 

aggression is normative, acceptable and effective and children like to imitate their parents.   

 

Less research has focused on the effects of physical abuse on adolescents and it is 

difficult to extrapolate from abuse experienced when they were younger, but deviant and 

problematic behaviour in the „North‟ is associated with childhood abuse resulting in 

decreased social and school competence, violent and criminal behaviour and sexual risk- 

taking behaviour (Herrenkohl et al. 2003). In Cambodia, 34 per cent of girls and women 

surveyed who were commercially sexually exploited had experienced domestic violence in 

their home beforehand (Brown 2007). 

 

Bearup‟s research (2003: 52) suggests that young people often join gangs because of 

„family problems‟. This was cited as the third most important reason given by 28.8 per cent 

of children. A Centre run by World Vision found that of 193 street children in Phnom Penh 

34 per cent said that they were on the street because of violence/punishment at home (Paul 

1995). Research in the States found that runaway children report extensive histories of 

familial physical abuse (Thrane et al. 2006).    
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Exposure to violence in the home is associated with being a victim or perpetrator of 

violence in adolescence and adulthood (Maxfield & Widom 1996). A meta-analysis on 88 

studies in the States conducted over 62 years suggests that parental physical punishment is 

associated significantly with a range of child behaviours and experiences including short and 

long term (Gershoff 2002) on an individual and relationship level directly (physical abuse) 

and indirectly (e.g. delinquency and anti-social behaviour).  

 

Children who experience domestic violence may experience cognitive delays and 

lowered IQ (e.g. Koenen et al. 2003).  Physical punishment is also associated with major 

depression and alcohol abuse/dependence and other adult psychopathology compared to 

those not experiencing punishment (Afifi et al. 2006) and predicted worse mental and 

physical health even decades after the abuse (Springer et al. 2007; Widom and Hiller-

Sturmhöfel 2001). University students who have experienced physical punishment are more 

likely to be involved in date sexual violence (Straus 2006).  

 

Physical punishment at school  

 In 20 countries there is currently a complete ban on all forms of physical 

punishment against children but none of these countries are in Asia. According to the 

advocacy campaign „End Physical Punishment‟
38

 101 countries worldwide prohibit physical 

punishment in schools and institutions of juvenile justice (Newell 2005).  

 

 However, having legal instruments does not always mean that they are used. 

Research by the Humanistic Education Foundation (HEF) in Taiwan suggested that ongoing 

physical punishment in school (70 per cent of junior high school students) was due to lack of 

central and local governments‟ willingness to intervene (Bor-ning  and Wang 2005). In 

addition, HEF have suggested, based on research conducted over the past seven years, that 

school teachers have responded to the Government‟s zero tolerance child protection policy 

and public pressure by replacing physical punishment with more emotional abuse.  

 

                                                           
38

 http://www.endphysicalpunishment.org/index.html. It has been prohibited in schools in the following countries in East 

Asia and the Pacific: China, Fiji, Japan, Marshall Islands, Micronesia, Papua New Guinea, the Philippines, Thailand and 

Tonga and Vanuatu. 

http://www.endcorporalpunishment.org/index.html
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 Punishments in school may be less random than punishment at home and follow a 

set procedure such as the use of a cane on palms or buttocks but this can be accompanied by 

other forms of physical and verbal punishment and humiliation (Beazley et al. 2005: 

133,136). In Hong Kong children reported far more physical and emotional punishment in 

the home than at school (ibid: 137). Research by WGWR (2003) in Cambodia found that of 

100 teachers and 90 students interviewed, 86 per cent of children said that they had been hit 

by a teacher and 90 per cent of children said they felt the punishment was justified. 

Understandably, 30 per cent of children said they did not feel safe at school. Interestingly, 

seven per cent of teachers said that students hit teachers but this is not explored in the 

research in this thesis.  

 

 In the CYPMCR/CRF (2004) survey, 5,000 Cambodian children were asked 

„When you do something wrong, would you be punished by your teachers?‟ More than 90 

per cent answered „yes‟ to this question. When asked to list the punishments they would 

receive, 90 per cent listed „talk to me/advise me.‟ One in five listed „beat me‟, „insult me‟ or 

„shout at me‟, with boys twice as likely as girls to list one of these options, and 12 to 14 year 

olds almost twice as likely to list „Beat me‟ as 15 to 18 year olds. Nearly half (48 per cent) 

of Cambodian children in the UNICEF (2001) cross-cultural survey said that „It is difficult 

to talk to my teachers about school-related problems because…they beat me.‟ More children 

gave this response than any other country in the region by far (0-39 per cent, regional 

average eight per cent). 

 

Less research is available on the specific consequences of physical punishment at 

school because of the unacceptability of it in the „North‟ where most research is conducted. 

However, research in Egypt (Youssef et al. 1998) found that physical injuries including 

bumps and contusions followed by wounds and fractures were significantly higher in boys. 

Also boys experienced more serious injuries such as loss of consciousness. One would 

expect that many of the same consequences of injury and disability that can occur through 

punishment by parents can happen through punishment by teachers where there are similar 

methods on the same body locations.  
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In addition, physical punishment can affect the teacher-pupil relationship (Schultz, 

Glass and Kamholtz 1987). Children can feel victimised by teachers which can affect their 

academic school work which may lead to truancy/absenteeism (Youssef et al. 1998). It also 

reiterates to children once again that aggression is normative. Research by Catalla et al. 

(2000: 16) on children from the squatter area in Phnom Penh found that some children left 

school due to what they saw as an unfair judgement issued by a teacher.  

 

It is not straightforward to differentiate between the effects of punishment at home 

compared to that at school. It would also be difficult to conduct case control comparative 

research because children, who experience physical punishment in the home, often 

experience it at school as well. However, being beaten by a teacher who the child has less 

relationship with may have less psychological effects on the child than punishment by a 

parent or guardian. 

   

Child sexual abuse/rape  

Rape
39

 may be grossly under-reported in Cambodia and when it is reported, rarely 

leads to full prosecution which likely leads to further under-reporting. The covert nature of 

child sexual abuse means that for rape and other forms of child sexual abuse, it is difficult to 

obtain information as described in Chapter 4. Also it might be considered unethical to probe 

children for information about the extent of sexual abuse, as some children may be disturbed 

by being asked.  

 

The worldwide incidence of child rape appears to be increasing although it may 

partly be because it is becoming globally better known and so better reported. Sanday‟s 

(1981) anthropological survey of rape prevalence in 156 cultures in 1981 found that in 

nearly 50 per cent of these, rape was „almost non-existent‟ but with increasing awareness 

and greater global accessibility to pornography it is unlikely that these figures would be the 

same today, twenty five years later. Finkelehor et al. (1994) in a review of community 

surveys in 19 countries
40

 found that 7 to 36 per cent of girls and 3 to 29 per cent of boys had 

experienced sexual abuse. Although methodological and definitional differences mean 

                                                           
39 The definition of rape in Cambodia is „any sexual act involving penetration carried out through cruelty, coercion or 

surprise‟ (UNTAC Criminal Code, Article 33). 
40 Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Costa Rica, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 

Great Britain, Ireland, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, South Africa, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, US. 
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accurate comparison is not possible and no Asian countries were represented, they 

concluded that sexual abuse occurs globally.  

 

In the ECPAT/NGOCRC database report „NGO Joint statistics on Rape & 

Trafficking‟ (2004) there were 558 cases of rape reported by 17 NGOs in 21 provinces and 

municipalities in Cambodia. Of 318 rape survivors in 2003, 305 were female and 13 were 

male, compared to 237 female and 3 male in 2004. Regarding the age of rape survivors; 23 

(7.2 per cent) were aged 1 to 6 years and 75 (23.6 per cent) were aged 7 to12 years in 2003. 

Twenty two (9.2 per cent) were aged 1 to 6 years and 59 (24.6 per cent) were aged 7 to 12 

years in 2004. Although the percentage is increasing, the actual numbers are less but it is 

difficult to know whether this represents a change in reporting. In each of 2003 and 2004, 

one of the perpetrators was aged 10 to 12 years old, but in 2003 twenty two (10.5 per cent) 

were aged between 13 and 17 years and in 2004 this rose to 30 (17.1 per cent). In 2003, 33 

per cent of rapes reported were committed by family members. This slightly rose to 34.6 per 

cent in 2004. Most other cases were committed by someone known to the child such as a 

neighbour, acquaintance or house-owner; 57 (53.8 per cent) in 2003 and 80 (63.0 per cent) 

in 2004.  

 

In a study (Bearup 2003) of 580 young people aged between 13 and 28 years from 

24 districts ‘sangkat’ across Phnom Penh several questions were given about ‘bauk’, 34 per 

cent of boys and 14.5 per cent of girls at school said they knew others involved in ‘bauk’. 

For those out of school, the figure was 49 per cent.  

 

Knibbs & Vann (1997) suggest that unwanted pregnancies can lead to girls losing 

their families and becoming prostitutes themselves. The UNICEF early report on trafficking 

and prostitution of children in Cambodia (1995) also suggested that girls who are raped 

often feel the shame of what has happened to them and run away from home, often ending 

up in brothels‟ (cf. case study in Freed 2003: 138). Research by Miller-Perrin and Wurtele 

(1989) indicates that children who are sexually abused experience perceptions of betrayal, 

sexualisation, secrecy pressure and coercion with perceptions of victim self-blame. Research 

in the States found that adolescents exposed to sexual abuse at home ran away sooner and 

were more likely to be victimised on the streets (Thrane et al., 2006).  
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A longitudinal study in New Zealand found significant associations between sexual 

abuse during childhood and subsequent mental health problems such as depression, anxiety 

disorders and suicidal thoughts and behaviour (Fergusson et al. 1996b). In a cross-cultural 

study of 19 countries, date violence was more likely to occur in students who had 

experienced physical punishment as children (Douglas 2006b). In a cross-gender, cross- 

cultural study by Hines (2007) of 38 sites around the world involving 7,667 students, sexual 

re-victimisation of students who had been sexually abused as children was common. A 

disproportionately high number of male prisoners (59 per cent) in research in Texas, USA 

were found to have been sexually abused before puberty (Johnson et al. 2006). 

 

Some research (Hudson & Jacot 1991) has suggested that men who have been 

physically, emotionally or sexually abused in childhood, are fearful of seeming vulnerable 

and this in turn can lead to violence or sexual abuse of others. Sexual energy is directed 

away from adult women to less threatening children of either sex.  

 

Children sold  

The debate over the definition of trafficking is described earlier but any definition of 

trafficking is linked to selling of children. According to the UNODC (2006) trafficking 

database of global patterns on human trafficking, gathered by international organisations (32 

per cent), government organisations (27 per cent) and NGOs (18 per cent), current reporting 

focuses mainly on sexual exploitation of women and girls and where men and boys are 

mentioned it focuses more on forced labour.  

  

Cambodia is a country of origin, destination and transit for women and children 

trafficked primarily for commercial sexual exploitation but for other reasons as well. 

According to the US State Department Trafficking in Persons Report (2007), Cambodian 

women and girls are trafficked for factory and domestic work. Apart from trafficking to 

Thailand, Cambodia is a transit and destination point for women from Vietnam trafficked 

for sexual exploitation. Trafficking for sexual exploitation also occurs within Cambodia‟s 

borders, from rural areas to the country‟s capital, Phnom Penh, and other urban centres.
41

 

                                                           
41

 In 2005, the Cambodian police reported conducting 67 operations, resulting in the arrest of 111 perpetrators and the 

rescue of 164 victims. The Ministry of Justice reported the prosecution and conviction of at least 45 traffickers during the 

year, double the number in 2004.  
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Cambodian children surveyed in my research mostly understood „selling of children‟ 

to be in the context of the sex industry or in other exploitative labour. They did not appear to 

consider selling of children in the context of what is considered to be „normal‟ work 

activities such as childcare or farming.  Although the research for this thesis was targeting 

those primarily still at school, rather than those primarily at work, this may be a false 

dichotomy. A recent ILO, UNICEF & World Bank study (2006) suggests that 52 per cent of 

Cambodian 7 to 14 year olds were economically active in 2001 and performed an average of 

22 hours of economic activity each week plus an average further eight hours of non-

economic activity, while those still at school and also working had only a slightly shorter 

average working week of 20 hours compared to the 23.5 hours spent studying each week.  

The report recognises the high level of child labour in Cambodia compared to other 

countries in the region and the negative effects this can have on the future economy and 

suggests that many poor households remain in a position where they are not willing to forgo 

child labour and pay for the costs of education.  

 

The ECPAT/NGOCRC database report (2003-2004) representing 761 trafficking 

cases were provided by 17 NGOs in 19 provinces/municipalities; 393 in 2003 and 368 in 

2004. The majority of victims were female ( F = 65.6%, M = 34.4% in 2003; F = 62.9%, M 

= 37.1% in 2004) and many were under 18 years (13-17 yrs = 33.7%, 9-12 yrs = 6.7% in 

2003; 13-17 yrs = 22.7%, 9-12yrs = 2.3% in 2004) though according to the researchers the 

number of males seems to be increasing and the number of children seem to be decreasing 

which may indicate some success in clamping down on traffickers or that trafficking activity 

is going more „underground‟ or that reporting patterns are changing.
42

 Also, although the 

majority of victims were Cambodian (87.0 per cent in 2003, 84.0 per cent in 2004), a 

proportionately high number of ethnic Vietnamese were also victims (13.0 per cent in 2003, 

16.0 per cent in 2004).  

 

However, the actual numbers of children who are involved in this sex trade in 

Cambodia is controversial. Steinfatt (2003; 1-5) suggests that most estimates of trafficked 
                                                                                                                                                                                   

 
42

 Most of the trafficking was domestic (65.4 per cent in 2003, 76.4 per cent in 2004) and although it is commonly thought 

that people from rural provinces are most at risk, those from Phnom Penh appeared to be more vulnerable. In addition, 

nearly a third (31.0 per cent in 2003, 21.7 per cent in 2004) was bound for Thailand.   
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persons estimated by NGOs and international organisations cannot be relied on. The figure 

of 80-100,000 women and children being trafficked was quoted and then repeated without 

careful analysis by a number of sources in the IO/NGO community.  His estimate in one of 

only two national surveys is only 3.7 per cent which is 198 minors in a total of 5,317 

observed sex workers; this was using a rapid observational method with moto-dup drivers 

posing as customers and asking specifically for young girls. It was suggested that to „hide 

the existence of underaged workers from a potential customer would be counterproductive‟ 

(ibid: 20) but with recent international and subsequent police pressure, brothel owners may 

have been more likely to be open about underaged workers over a longer term relationship 

than the quick method of observation that the study allowed.  

 

If the Chommie (1998) data is disaggregated between Khmer and Vietnamese 

children, 22.4 per cent were Cambodian and 77.3 per cent were Vietnamese aged 9 to 15 

year olds. In addition, 65 per cent were Cambodian and 35 per cent Vietnamese aged 16 to 

17 year olds. This is significant when looking at the ratio of Vietnamese girls that are 

prostituted compared to Cambodian girls, when the ethnic Vietnamese are a tiny minority. It 

also illustrates how Vietnamese are a marginalised minority. Reimer (2006) suggest that 

many ethnic Vietnamese children not yet in the sex business expressed that they felt 

themselves in danger of being sold or otherwise forced into involvement in the sex trade; a 

few said they would „fight‟ but the majority said they would not like it but would be 

„resigned to going.‟ 

 

LICADHO (2004b) in their Women‟s Rights report also describe the informal 

practice of adopting a young destitute child, usually a girl, into domestic servitude where 

they are virtual slaves and vulnerable to physical and sexual abuse. Some advocates argue 

that domestic work is not employment but light work. Others say it is a modern form of 

slavery and should be considered a worse form of labour, contravening the ILO Convention 

182 on the Worst Form of Child Labour. A National Institute of Statistics (NIS)/Ministry of 

Planning (MoP)/International Labor Organization (ILO) (2004) report on Child Domestic 

Workers in Phnom Penh found that 9.6 per cent of children aged 7 to 17 years in Phnom 

Penh work as a domestic employee. Of them, 11.7 per cent were girls and 7.6 per cent were 

boys. The majority (60 per cent) were related to the head of the household (nephews/nieces) 
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or grandchildren. Poverty and being orphaned were the two most common reasons given by 

children to explain why they had left their province or family home to work in Phnom Penh.  

 

Farley & Barkan (1998) suggest that violence and threat of violence in prostitution is 

universal. Research with 854 people in nine countries,
43

 inquiring about current and lifetime 

history of sexual and physical violence, found that prostitution was multi-traumatic; 71 per 

cent were physically assaulted in prostitution; 63 per cent were raped; 89 per cent of these 

respondents wanted to escape prostitution, but did not have other options for survival. A 

total of 68 per cent met criteria for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (Farley et al. 2004). 

 

Research by Physicians for Human Rights (PfHR) (1997) of personal narratives of 

twelve women and children in Cambodia who had been sexually exploited demonstrated 

physical, psychological and social harm. They had been separated (often forcibly) from their 

families. They were fearful of violent customers and getting HIV/AIDS. Where children 

have been sold by someone they know should be caring for them, they felt betrayed and 

worthless. Apart from the normal risks of sexual exploitation – HIV/AIDS and other 

sexually transmitted infections, sexual violence and rape, was the loss of highly prized 

virginity (PfHR 1997).  

 

Other forms of exploitative child labour that have received attention by ILO (2004) 

due to their high visibility are salt production (Kampot), fish/shrimp processing 

(Sihanoukville), and work in rubber plantations (Kampong Cham) but a systematic review 

of exploitative child labour and violence at work in farms where the majority of children live 

has not been conducted. Some forms of exploitative child labour are considered exploitative 

because they are dangerous and can lead to injury, illness, disability and even death. 

Children can be beaten and experience other forms of violence if they do not perform to the 

required standard. Those who are fortunate enough to be „rescued‟ (though this in itself is 

controversial) experience multiple layers of trauma. They may suffer psychological damage 

from captivity, terrorisation, physical violence and „brain-washing‟ (Stark and Hodgson 

2003). Salgado (2002) describes a „trafficking syndrome‟ from repeated harm and 

                                                           
43

 Canada, Colombia, Germany, Mexico, South Africa, Thailand, Turkey, United States, and Zambia. 
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humiliation against a person who is kept isolated in „prisoner-of-war like conditions‟. More 

research is needed to compare children in brothels with those working on the streets. 

 

Peer bullying 

Very little research has been done on bullying in Asia. In a study of health behaviour 

among school-aged children in 27 countries in Europe, the majority of 13 year olds were 

found to have engaged in bullying at least some of the time (Currie, 1998). Research by 

Olweus (1994) of 140,000 Norwegian children between 8 and 16 years found that 15 per 

cent of them were bullied. Rivers and Smith (1994) study of 7,000 children in the UK found 

at the secondary level that 12 per cent of boys and 5 per cent of girls received physical 

bullying and 23 per cent of boys and 24 per cent of girls verbal bullying. In a review of 

international variations (McEachern 2005), girls appear to be more victims than boys and 

children who are in some way different from their peers. Surveys indicate that a quarter and 

a third of children experience violence from a non-sibling peer in the course of a year and 

for sibling peers this rate is higher (Finkelhor et al. 2006).   

 

In the cross-cultural study by UNICEF (2001) of 10,073 children aged 9 to 17 years, 

56 per cent of the 500 Cambodian children, predominantly boys, said they had been 

assaulted, 37 per cent said they had been involved in fighting, 27 per cent had been robbed 

and 25 per cent said they had received threats. The incident of assault was significantly 

higher than any other country in the region.  

 

Small scale research by WGWR (2003) in Cambodia found that teachers said that 

they had seen violence in the school including 68 per cent saying they had seen students 

insulting each other and 65 per cent saying they had seen students hitting each other. Most 

(85 per cent) of students said they had seen students hitting each other. 28 per cent of 

teachers said they had seen students with weapons at school; 45 per cent of students said 

they had witnessed weapons being used at school including knives, chains, sticks and guns.  

In the MOEYS/UNICEF/UNESCO (2004) Youth Risk survey, 10 per cent of young people 

in school were involved in fighting up to four times in the previous year. Among those who 

fought, 10 per cent received medical treatment. 2.5 per cent of children said they had been 

threatened with weapons in the past year. 
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Research in the „North‟ indicate that peer bullying can also lead to more serious 

forms of violence (Loeber et al. 1993). If bullying is not dealt with early, it can get worse 

and may lead children to go on to continue to bully and become abusive as adults 

(Cullingford and Morrison 1995; Rivers and Smith 1994). Recent research in South Africa 

(Liang et al. 2007) with 5,074 adolescents found that both bullies and victims were more 

likely to be involved in violent, risk taking and anti-social behaviour compared to controls. 

Research by Baldry (2003) found exposure to inter-parental violence was also associated 

with bullying and victimisation in school.  

 

Where children experience bullying often, they are frequently reminded of their own 

victimisation (Finkelhor et al. 2006) and may develop a „learned helplessness‟ which could 

make them more vulnerable to violence and rape not only in childhood but also into 

adulthood.  In an eight-year longitudinal study in Finland (Sourander et al. 2000), severe 

emotional and behavioural problems were associated with bullying. Bullying at eight years 

old was associated with bullying at 16 years. Similarly, victimisation was associated with 

victimisation at 16 years.  

 

A survey by Kidscape (1999) in the UK found that of the 1,044 adults who had been 

bullied as children, the bullying had affected their ability to make friends, succeed in 

education and in work and social relationships. Nearly half the respondents (46 per cent) had 

contemplated suicide compared with only seven per cent of those who were not bullied.  

 

A recent study suggests that seeing other children victimised may serve as a buffer 

against humiliation and anger, because it helps children discount their personal culpability 

and deviance (Nishina and Juvonen 2005). In contrast, anecdotal evidence suggests that 

older siblings learn to care for (or abuse) younger siblings and peers by imitating child 

rearing patterns of parents (Levinson 1989). 

 

Youth violence against adults  

In the MOEYS/UNICEF/UNESCO (2004) study, eight per cent of young people said 

they carried a gun, knife, stick, club or other weapon over the previous 30 days (11 per cent 
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out of school; five per cent in school).  Research (Saman et al. 2005) with adults found that 

although there is a general feeling that security had improved over the previous three years 

in Cambodia, many perceived that young people are forming gangs (Bong Thom) and using 

weapons in drug, robbery, sexual abuse and other illegal activities. Children from wealthy 

families are said to use guns (owned by parents) in gang warfare and crime usually with 

impunity. However, it is not clear if this is more of a moral panic, precipitated by the media 

and not as frequent or serious as is often suggested.  

 

Nevertheless, children‟s aggressive traits are a fairly good predictor of aggressive or 

other anti-social behaviour later in life. Research in the „North‟ (e.g. Huizinga et al. (1995); 

Nagin and Tremblay (1999) and Stattin and Magnusson (2004) indicate that between 20 per 

cent and 45 per cent of boys and between 47 per cent and 69 per cent of girls who are 

serious violent offenders at age 16-17 years are on a „life course persistent developmental 

pathway‟ where aggression continues from childhood to youth and from youth to adulthood. 

Results of a national youth survey by Loeber et al. (1993) of over 1,500 boys in the United 

States, studied at ages 7, 10 and 13 years of age, found that childhood aggression tended to 

develop into gang fighting and later youth violence. Not all highly aggressive children 

remain aggressive over time but some social environments appear to nurture and maintain 

aggressive habits (Dodge 1993).  

 

Ember & Ember (1994) review of cross-cultural and cross-national research 

suggested that war is associated with higher rates of interpersonal violence (particularly 

homicide) and that boys are socialised for aggression, because parents want their sons to be 

competent warriors and therefore train them to be aggressive, which can spill over into other 

areas of life. However, their research of 186 societies showed that harsh or punitive 

socialisation does not appear to increase the likelihood of war, though it did have some 

relation to homicide and assault. 

 

Causes and potential ways to address violence involving children 

 

This section explores how violence involving children can be attributed to a range of 

factors, at both macro- and micro-level, and explores some of the attempts being made to 
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address these factors, particularly in Cambodia. One concept of exploring violence has been 

captured by Galtung (1990) in his image of the triangle of violence (see Figure 3.1). Direct 

violence which is visible is the „tip of the iceberg‟ but underneath is the twin invisible 

aspects of cultural violence where people‟s beliefs are used to justify their actions and 

structural violence where political structures prevent people from achieving their full 

potential. Institutionalised racism, sexism and ageism are examples of structural violence. 

Cultural and structural violence can lead to direct violence in the form of bullying, family 

violence, racial violence, genocide, and war. Direct violence also re-enforces structural and 

cultural violence.  

 

Figure 3.1: Galtung’s triangle of violence 

 

 

Using the work of Bronfenbrenner (1979), Belsky (1993) developed the ecological 

framework to understand the complex and multifaceted nature of violence involving 

children, focusing on four domains; the parental (ontogenic) background, the exosystem 

(socio-economic system), microsystem (family structure) and the children themselves. The 

exosystem is represented in the diagram below (Figure 3.2) through the use of concentric 

circles, starting with structural aspects on the outside; poverty, legal framework, government 

action, international influences and civil society and then cultural influences; religion, 

prejudice and the media. In the centre is the microsystem which is also represented in a 

further set of concentric circles below (Figure 3.3); family influences, toxicity of 

environment, drugs and alcohol, learned behaviour and neurobiological influences.  

 



 85 

Galtung‟s (1990) conception of the triangle of violence is a way in which to grasp 

the multifaceted nature of violence as it affects children, and the ecological approach 

developed by Bronfenbrenner (1979) and reworked by Belsky (1993) enables us to see how 

factors at different levels can interact to produce or to ameliorate violence involving children 

of all types (direct, structural and cultural). Elder‟s model (1998) puts the child within a life-

course historical framework and notes that a cultural context is never static. The framework 

presented below draws on all three of these models, and will be used as an analytic 

framework for the empirical research which follows. Categories have been included here to 

take the most useful elements from each model, and to fit as well as possible the specifics of 

the current Cambodian context. 

 

Macro-level causes of violence 

 

 

Although this subsection focuses on the macro-issues, there are inevitably links 

between how the macro affects the micro-level and vice versa. 
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Structural violence in Cambodia 

The way a country invests in values, protects and provides for children, one of 

society‟s most vulnerable groups may be considered to be a key measure of its level of 

justice/injustice. If structural violence is where political and social systems do not allow 

certain people to reach their full potential then the ways in which historical systems have 

restricted the potential of Cambodian children is illustrated in Chapter 2. Although the 

genocide was more obviously structurally violent, the traditional hierarchical infrastructure 

as well as modern influences may also be seen as „structurally abusive‟.    
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Figure 3.2: Macro-level causes of violence involving children 
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Poverty as a cause and consequence of violence 

Mohandas Gandhi said that „Poverty is the worst form of violence‟. Violence leads 

to poverty and poverty leads to violence. There is a strong association between poverty and 

child abuse (Sidebotham and Heron 2006) although selection bias in conducting research 

must be taken into consideration. Of different domains of the ecological model, Sidebotham 

suggests the strongest risks are from socio-economic deprivation, although this would be 

difficult to prove. 

 

Poverty is currently the major determinant for international donors and therefore for 

governments in the South. The UN Human Development Report (UNDP 2007/2008) ranks 

Cambodia 131
st
 out of 177 countries in the Human Development Index (HDI). The latest 

household survey (NIS/MOP/UNFP, 2004/2005) found that 35 per cent of Cambodians live 

below the national poverty line and about 91 per cent of the poor in 2004 are located in the 

rural areas. Although poverty fell significantly between 1993 and 2004, the poverty profiles 

indicate that inequality has risen during the same period.    

 

ISPCAN (2004: 35) has suggested from their research with key informants from 64 

countries that social conditions (e.g. poverty) as well as social norms (e.g. physical 

punishment) were significantly related to the Under 5 Mortality Rate (U5MR) even after 

controlling for variance. They suggest that U5MR is useful because it is a universally known 

statistic that is reflective of a number of conditions such as „maternal health knowledge, 

immunisation levels, income and food availability, access to clean water and sanitation and 

overall safety of the child‟s environment.‟ It could also represent government‟s commitment 

to children in provision or not of appropriate services that would otherwise prevent infant 

death. If Cambodia is compared to the neighbouring countries of Thailand and Vietnam (see 

Table 3.1) then it is of concern. The under 5 mortality rate in Cambodia (12 per cent die 

before their 5
th

 birthday) is ranked 28
th

 highest in the world compared to 104
th

 for Thailand 

and 110
th

 for Vietnam.  
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Table 3.1: Comparing U5MR of Cambodia, Thailand & Vietnam  

  Cambodia         Thailand       Vietnam 

Under-5 mortality rank (U5MR) 28 104 110 

Under-5 mortality rate,1960 
I-1

 
I-2

  - 148 112 

Under-5 mortality rate,2003 
I-1

 
I-2

  140 26 23 
 

44
 See footnote. 

 

The international community‟s global emphasis on reducing poverty through 

meeting the Cambodian Millennium Development Goals (RGC 2003) by 2015 is unlikely to 

be achieved according to the World Bank (2006b) report but the goals remain significant. 

But will reducing poverty reduce violence involving children? McNeil (1994) has suggested 

that in the context of poverty in the US, the causal link between poverty and child abuse is 

„denied by most, because to admit it is to admit that capitalism causes child abuse.‟ 

However, it is clear from the case study of Cambodia that violence involving children exists 

under very different ideologies. Nevertheless, greater economic affluence does not guarantee 

violence-free children and people, as is evidenced in the „North‟. 

 

 

Legal framework 

Brown et al. (1998) have attempted to compare Cambodian Law with the UNCRC to 

promote understanding of both, but although a number of legal instruments have been 

developed to combat violence involving children in different forms and some of them relate 

back to international legal instruments (see Appendix 4), their implementation is scanty.  

Nevertheless, UNICEF Cambodia and other International Organizations and NGOs have 

used the UNCRC to encourage the Ministry of Justice to create and develop new laws in the 

hope that implementation will follow. LICADHO (2004c: 6,7) in their human rights report, 

describe how „immunity and corruption together with Cambodia‟s past experiences of 

systematic political turmoil and genocide have contributed to an ongoing culture of 

violence.‟  

 

                                                           
44

  From „State of the World‟s Children‟ statistics website (UNICEF 2005).  

I-1 Probability of dying between birth and exactly five years of age expressed per 1,000 live births. 

I-2 Source: UNICEF, United Nations Population Division and United Nations Statistics Division.  

 

 

http://www.unicef.org/view_chart.php?layout=2&language=eng&#ind_note_1#ind_note_1
http://www.unicef.org/view_chart.php?layout=2&language=eng&#ind_note_2#ind_note_2
http://www.unicef.org/view_chart.php?layout=2&language=eng&#ind_note_1#ind_note_1
http://www.unicef.org/view_chart.php?layout=2&language=eng&#ind_note_2#ind_note_2
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Ineffective implementation of the law (and therefore prosecution of perpetrators) in 

Cambodia is not a deterrent to perpetrators, either if those enforcing it do not actively apply 

it or if the perpetrator is not aware that it exists. LICADHO and other child rights‟ 

organisations have worked with the media to lobby public pressure to effect change. „Social 

marketing‟ is increasingly seen as an effective way to change public opinion which in itself 

exerts pressure on potential perpetrators, for example, if it is seen as socially unacceptable 

for men to have sex with children. 

 

One of the challenges is that the perpetrator may be the child‟s parent or carer. The 

UNCRC says that the State must respect the responsibilities and rights of parents (Article 5) 

unless interventions, including legal measures, are required for the safety of the child.  

Nevertheless, it does establish a direct relationship between the State and the child where no 

one, even the parent(s), has rights of ownership of a child (Holmberg and Himes, 2000: 77). 

This is important when considering the trafficking of children and where parents are being 

excessively abusive towards a child. However, it does assume that the State has the 

resources to provide an alternative arrangement for the child and in Cambodia this is 

extremely limited. 

 

International pressure ensures that sex tourism is a particular target of the 

Government and INGOs through prosecutions, bill-board campaigns; „Abuse a Child in this 

country; Go to Jail in Yours‟ and supposed screening for paedophiles at immigration. 

However, the danger is that the focus becomes the „wicked‟ tourists and domestic sexual 

abuse is ignored.  

 

Although the „Khmer Rouge‟ and subsequent occupation of the Vietnamese delayed 

the global move towards the universal rights of children, globalisation of the rights agenda is 

beginning to have an impact on children in Cambodia. Cambodia acceded to the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) on October 15
th 

1992. The 

UNCRC Article 19 requires states to protect children from „all forms of physical or mental 

violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, violence or exploitation including 
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sexual abuse while they are in the care of parents or other carers.‟
45

 It is debatable how 

much the Cambodians, along with many other governments, understood about the 

implication of the UNCRC when they signed it, even though theoretically they are now 

obliged to be accountable to it. Although the law has changed, the outputs may be more 

„window dressing‟ than transformational. Nevertheless, it may be the most useful 

internationally recognised instrument to raise awareness among children and adults, 

organisations and governments about violence involving children.  

 

The Royal Cambodian Government has committed itself to a number of UN 

Conventions.
46

 Cambodia is particularly sensitive to the image it projects; it does not want to 

„lose face‟. Cambodia has therefore agreed to adapt to internationally accepted standards of 

behaviour:  

 

„These standards represent a globally agreed-upon value system that is partly 

articulated in the international treaties…There may be disregard for values as well as 

violations of norms by the State but they „must be aware of the damage violations 

can do to their image‟(Stahl 1999: 282-283).   

 

Nevertheless, the Cambodian Government‟s report to the UN Committee on the 

Rights of the Child in 1998 said that „the practice of striking children by way of family 

chastisement is widespread‟ but that there was „no law expressly forbidding it‟.
47

 It does not 

indicate whether the sentiments behind this statement are fatalistic or not.  

 

Even the „positive‟ aspect of vulnerability and need of protection can be over-

emphasised so that children‟s own agency and voices are ignored, in an effort to keep them 

„safe‟, which is in contradiction to Article 12. Promoting education of child rights has 

become „evangelistic‟ to some child rights‟ organisations. However, while the assumption is 

often made that if children understood their rights better then they would be better protected, 

                                                           
45 and subsequently in 1994 the UN Committee has underlined that physical punishment is incompatible with the 

Convention. Article 37 says „to protect children from torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 

punishment.‟ 
46

 In September 1992, the Supreme National Council, the body designated to embody Cambodia‟s national sovereignty 

during the transition period, and which contained representatives of all four of the parties to the agreement, including the 

„Khmer Rouge‟, signed documents acceding Cambodia compliance with: the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

without reservation, including the Optional Protocol on the Rights of the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution 

and child pornography, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and the 

Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. 
47

 Initial report of States parties due in 1994; Cambodia 24/06/98. CRC/C/11/Add. 16 paragraphs 78 and 124. 
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the empirical evidence for this is scanty. Anecdotal evidence suggests that if children are 

made aware that certain behaviour is wrong then they may be more confident to confront an 

abuser but it is not clear how effective this is as a deterrent to the abuser.   

 

In the UNICEF study (2001) only 25 per cent of Cambodian children said they were 

aware about the child‟s right not to be hurt or mistreated, but this was a relatively high score 

in a range between 1 and 39 per cent, in comparison with other countries. This indicates that 

Cambodian children are receiving relatively more education about their rights and this must 

be credited to the work of NGOs and UNICEF. However, their understanding of what that 

actually means is questionable (see discussion chapter). Also child rights need to be as 

clearly understood by adults as children, perhaps even more so if they are to be upheld. 

 

Government action  

The history of conflict and war may have reduced the Government structures that 

might have been in place to help children had it been peacetime although many different 

ministries in Cambodia are now involved in child protection but this is dependent on their 

level of commitment and power. Government departments hold different levels of power 

and this is reflected in the level of education of civil servants, level of funding, working 

hours and therefore outputs. For example, the Ministry of Health appears far more powerful 

than the Ministry of Social Affairs. In addition, ministries are affected by their international 

counterparts, e.g. WHO. 

 

In 1995, the Cambodian Government set up the Cambodian National Committee for 

Children (CNCC) in an attempt to provide an umbrella government body that could benefit 

children. Their actual achievements have been limited and autonomy questionable in the 

light of donors‟ priorities. The demarcation between where an international organisation is 

providing advice and actually deciding or writing policy is not always clear, so ownership 

and long-term sustainability also becomes an issue. Even recommendations to the 

Cambodian Government from the UNCRC Committee (RGC 1998) on the Rights of the 

Child including the development of a children‟s ombudsman and of juvenile courts/prisons 

have not yet been adhered to. 
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Decisions at state level affect practice at local level and sometimes it is not clear 

whether they are being made because of lack of commitment or lack of resources and 

structure. For example, for years, salaries of teachers and health workers have been at a level 

where they require a second income. As a result, child health and education are effectively 

privatised as both require a fee. The poorest children miss out as their parents cannot afford 

either. Achieving a balance between supporting and lobbying the Government to prioritise 

children may continue to be necessary until they are convinced themselves of the importance 

of children.   

 

In addition, a political commitment to conflict resolution through non-violent 

methods may reduce the cost of violence on a personal, community and national level but a 

violence-free society continues to be considered unrealistic by the majority of people, most 

notably politicians.  

 

International influences  

Pupavac (2000: 6) has commented that „the discourse of children‟s rights suggests 

that the plight of children in the Third World is due to the moral failings of their societies.‟ 

Hart (2006: 6-8) suggests that „humanitarian concern fuels ethnocentric disdain‟ and a 

„moral panic‟ and specific child right violations are then used to give leverage to certain 

Northern politicians and international organisations to impose and override sovereignty. 

 

High profile but initially undercover investigations of sexual exploitation in 

Cambodia in 2002 revealed certain high risk areas where children as young as 9 years old 

provide oral and other forms of sex to tourists. Covert video footage was shown to senior 

politicians of the US Government
48

 which led to a large increase in the level of financial 

support from the US State Department who have funded a number of projects to „rescue‟ 

and „rehabilitate‟ children. It has also led to the controversial sanctioning by the US 

Government through the use of a tier system. Countries who take concrete actions to 

prosecute traffickers, protect victims, and to prevent the crime of trafficking are given a low 

tier status but those who do not are given a high tier status and are at risk of sanctions. This 

is controversial with some rights‟ organisations because of the controlling nature of a 

                                                           
48

 by the INGO International Justice Mission (IJM). 
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powerful wealthy nation over a sovereign state. Using international power and influence can 

be dangerous because of the abuse of the power differential. Nevertheless, lack of response 

from the Cambodian Government and inappropriate use of money may also require 

challenging.     

 

Nevertheless, although international investment is linked to human rights‟ adherence 

and although a number of violations have been recorded by human rights‟ organizations, 

diplomatic manoeuvring has achieved a steady income from the international community, 

despite threats, so motivation to change may be reduced.  

 

Other influential UN initiatives that have attempted to challenge governments 

including Cambodia to protect children include the Gracha Machel study on Children and 

War (1996) and the two World Congresses on the Commercial Exploitation of Children held 

in 1996 and 2001.
49

 Also, the UN Study on Violence against Children
50

 which, as a priority 

at the highest level in the UN, has created further accountability (see Chapter 8). 

 

Civil society 

The London School of Economics (2004:web page) defines civil society as: 

 

„the arena of un-coerced collective action around shared interests, purposes and 

values. …Civil societies are often populated by …development non-governmental 

organizations, community groups, women's organizations, faith-based organizations, 

professional associations, trades unions, …coalitions and advocacy group. 

 

During the communist eras, civil society broke down and disappeared; collective 

action had been effectively coerced. After the peace accords in 1992, hundreds of 

international NGOs took the opportunity of coming into Cambodia and within years a large 

civil society industry was established of both international and local NGOs, many of whom 

were focused on children, where previously only a handful had been working under strict 

                                                           
49 http://www.csecworldcongress.org/en/. Last accessed 12/1/2008. Also see WCCSEC 1996; 2001. As a result of the first 

congress, the Cambodian Government wrote a five-year plan on how they were to address it, although this was heavily 

reliant on international organisations and NGOs in both the writing of it and the suggested outcomes. 
50 http://www.violencestudy.org/. Last accessed 12/1/2008. 

http://www.csecworldcongress.org/en/
http://www.violencestudy.org/
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controlled conditions.
51

 Subsequently, „rescue missions‟ were started, often by people with 

no previous experience of working with children.   

 

INGOs have increasingly taken a more advisory role working with a number of local 

NGOs rather than a direct „hands-on‟ approach. Advocacy has also taken a higher priority 

including lobbying the Government to take appropriate action. Several networks of NGOs 

have been established focusing on children
52

 recognising that collaboration enables 

organisations to learn together, develop tools, resource share and more effectively and safely 

lobby the Government.  

 

Recently, donors have also began to insist that all international organisations, 

(I)NGOs and their partners have collaborated to develop a child protection policy training 

programme to ensure children are not abused within the programme by staff themselves 

(www.keepingchildrensafe.org). Although slow coming, there are increasing developments 

in improving evidence-based practice and where the focus is building resilience rather than 

vulnerability. Nevertheless, effective NGO intervention can only be achieved where there is 

a certain level of government commitment. NGOs can provide a safety net where 

government services have failed, but not replace them. 

 

It is civil society that has been involved most in public education and in a survey by 

ISPCAN (2000) of key respondents (professionals) from 58 countries, 62.7 per cent felt that 

public education was an effective strategy in the prevention of child abuse, the highest score 

of potential interventions. The dissemination of international human rights reached into the 

deepest corners of Cambodia through radio and television (Ledgerwood & Un, 2003).  

 

Expectation that children can make little or no contribution can be a self-fulfilling 

prophecy but recent research in Sri Lanka indicated that in certain circumstances children 

appeared to be more resilient than parents and were able to lobby for community support 

when their parents were apparently too traumatised to do so (Hart 2004). More research is 

needed on this in Cambodia.  

                                                           
51 e.g. World Vision who had worked previous to the Pol Pot era returned shortly after the regime ended and set up the 

National Paediatric Hospital in Phnom Penh but staff were restricted as to where they could go. 
52 Child Welfare Group, Chab Dai (Hands Together), COSECOM, ECPAT, IATWC, NGOCRC.  

http://www.keepingchildrensafe.org/
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Cultural violence   

 

„If a culture defines children as private property and includes violence and harmful 

practices in its normative scripts, that society‟s ability to prevent child violence is 

limited‟ (Kawewe and Dibie 1999: 81).  

 

Although Belsky‟s model (1993) explores the broader context of child abuse looking at the 

societal-cultural context including the cultural view of the child and society‟s attitude 

towards violence, I have chosen to focus on the areas of religion, prejudice and 

discrimination and the effects of the media here, which I feel are of particular pertinence in 

Cambodian context. 

 

Religion  

Although religion is rarely referred to in development or child rights‟ literature, the 

actual and potential role it plays in shaping attitudes about violence involving children may 

be significant. Buddhism has a strong tradition of non-violence although some of the 

contradictions to this are described in the previous chapter. Ennew and Plateau (2005) 

illustrate how some of the more peaceful societies in East Asia and the Pacific value 

interdependence rather than the independence which is more valued in competitive Northern 

cultures, but in a quickly changing country like Cambodia, there is a clash between both 

aspects of these sub-cultures at the same time. For example, while parents might be seen to 

value traditional interdependence; children might be affected by international youth culture 

to see the value of independence as discussed in Chapter 2.    

 

Galtung (1990: 291-292) suggests that, rather than labeling entire cultures as 

inherently violent, as has sometimes been done with Cambodia, the focus should be on 

identifying particular aspects of the culture that are violent. He suggests that the study of 

cultural violence highlights „the way in which the act of direct violence and the fact of 

structural violence are thus rendered acceptable in society.‟ Cultural violence is seen to work 

by changing the moral colour of an act from red/wrong to green/right or at least to 

yellow/acceptable. For example, many cultures accept that it is reasonable to hit a child 

when in the similar circumstances it would be unacceptable to hit an adult. An example he 
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gives of cultural violence is certain religious beliefs. These may play a functional role in that 

fatalism enables people to accept rather than strive against a system that so rarely changes to 

the individual who challenges it. However, in Cambodia the religious aspect of karma or 

fatalism might be considered a form of cultural violence where perpetrators believe they 

have a right to be violent and victims accept that they will receive violence.  

 

Of 23 Buddhist women interviewed about domestic violence, 19 believed it was 

punishment for previous sins (Zimmerman et al. 1994). Moslem (Cham) women also 

believed this, to a lesser extent. Further, women were advised to accept their husbands‟ 

abuse as punishment for sins in their previous lives. Feminists may suggest hitting their 

wives is an attempt for men to exert their culturally „legitimate‟ power, but Fordham (2005: 

63) suggests this is „more about frustration than emulating the warrior model.‟ This 

legitimation of violence against women may be true with children as well. Ovensen et al. 

(1996: 42) suggests „violence is preferable to loss of face.‟        

 

In Cambodia, traditionally children are taught to be acutely aware of how they need 

to respond to others and take responsibility for their own actions and to exercise self-control. 

This is illustrated in the elaborate way in which children are taught, from even before they 

can speak, to greet and defer to elders and to avoid putting the other person in a position 

where they might „lose face‟. As Ennew and Plateau has noted, „The language of gentleness, 

respect and polite behaviour begins before and goes beyond, words, and certainly goes 

beyond rules‟ (Ennew and Plateau, 2005: 85). However, adults can sometimes make 

children fearful of violence by using physical punishment in order to enforce this process 

and compliance towards adults may be used negatively against children.  

 

Traditional religious moral education may be less accessible to children as older 

grandparents in Cambodia are currently less available following years of conflict (see 

Appendix 3), while monks play a less significant role in education of children. Nevertheless, 

at the National Consultative Meeting on Rights Based Education in Cambodia (February 

2005) there was much discussion among teachers and the MOEYS (Ministry of Education 

Youth & Sport) about „teaching traditional values‟ rather than UNESCO‟s agenda which 

focused on rights (UNESCO/Quino 2005). 
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Eisenbruch (2007) suggests that working with the traditional healers (khru) is the 

way forward to the nation‟s healing, and is opposed to an INGO publication which 

challenges harmful traditional practices. Selective traditional practices or adoption of new 

non-violent religious beliefs could be positively transformational to society. Traditional 

Buddhist meditation has been described as therapeutic for many at a nun meditation centre 

in Siem Riep (Goonatilake and Chhy 2004), though only one youth is described as 

benefiting from it. Meanwhile, intercessory prayer has been used for centuries in praying for 

others but few evidence-based studies have been conducted yet that involve children and 

those that have tended to focus on the child‟s healing (Collipp 1969; Mathai and Bourne 

2004; Roberts et al. 2007) rather than the benefit to the child as the „pray-er‟ for others. This 

may have special significance where children believe they have the ear of God, in the 

context where change is not thought to be possible. 

 

Prejudice and discrimination; power differentials 

One way in which the environment breaks down is through hostility between 

members caused by prejudice and discrimination. However, prejudice towards race, gender 

and disability
53

 is a learned behaviour. In a ‘karmic’ society, labelling children may justify 

the perpetrators to commit violence and the victim to feel it is an inevitable part of their fate.  

 

Discrimination extends to gender. The radical feminist perspective challenges the 

way inappropriate power is often used by men against women, and to a lesser extent 

children. This emphasis on power differential is incorporated into the WHO (1999) 

definition which suggests that abuse is „in the context of a relationship of responsibility, 

trust or power.‟ However, inappropriate use of power is also used by women against 

children (Washburne 1983) and children against children (including sibling to sibling, e.g. 

Levinson 1989) and (though more rarely cited) children against adults.  Furthermore, 

children may be blamed for things that are done against them, e.g. sexual abuse which 

results in further marginalisation, false guilt and self-blame.  

 

                                                           
53 Research in the „North‟ also indicates that disabled children are more vulnerable to abuse (Sedlack and Broadhurst 1996; 

Thompson et al. 1994).  
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„Structural prejudice‟ in a fatalistic society may consider inequality to be „normal‟ 

rather than something to be challenged.  The World Bank (2007) described in a nationally 

representative poll, how 32.8 per cent of people said that poverty was a „most pressing 

problem‟ but only 2.1 per cent said inequality. In spite of economic growth of 7.4 per cent, 

the richest saw a 45 per cent rise in living standards compared to only eight per cent for the 

poor. Compared to children born into the richest fifth of households, children born in the 

poorest fifth of households were three times as likely to die before their fifth birthday.  The 

highest level of inequality occurs in the rural areas. While a fatalistic world view continues, 

the poor are resigned to their poverty and the wealthy assume their often corruptly obtained 

wealth as a „right‟.  

 

Media influence 

Although it is commonly believed that watching violent videos or playing violent 

computer games is cathartic and will make youth less likely to be aggressive and help them 

deal with anxieties and fears (Jones, 2002) these claims are being challenged by research in 

the North (Kirsh, 2006). Children‟s level of fear and anxiety may increase following media 

violence consumption.  

 

Although controversial, research with teens indicates that watching high levels of 

sexual content on television lead them to endorse casual sex (Bryant & Rockwell, 1994) and 

normalize unusual sexual behaviour. Zillmann and Weaver (1989) found that viewing 

sexually explicit films made research participants more tolerant to male seduction of 

underage girls. Empirical research with teenagers on sexual violence is ethically harder to 

obtain. Pornography, often violent, is readily accessible in Cambodia (see Chapter 2) and 

films are often explicitly violent. Although there has been concern expressed at government 

and NGO level and some raids to reduce availability of pornography, there is no systematic 

policy or plan.   

 

In contrast, the mass media have also been used to address the issue of violence and 

abuse against children. See chapter 8 regarding karaoke video training for children. World 

Vision used a billboard campaign with tourists to address child sex tourism in collaboration 

with the Ministry of Tourism; „Abuse a Child in this Country…Go to Jail in Yours‟ (World 

Vision 2004), but effectiveness of these campaigns is difficult to assess.  
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Micro-level causes of violence 
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Figure 3.3: Micro-level causes of violence involving children 
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Family environment 

According to cross-cultural research by Levinson (1989), family violence was rare or 

entirely absent in 15 of the 90 societies studied. The factors that are suggested that predict 

low or no family violence include monogamous marriage, economic equality between the 

sexes, equal access to divorce for men and women, the availability of alternative care-givers 

for children, frequent and regular intervention by neighbours and kin in domestic disputes 

and norms that encourage the non-violent settlement of disputes outside the home. Although 

the validity of these factors was not demonstrated, few of these appear to be normally 

present in most Cambodian communities.  

 

Attachment theory was referred to in Chapter 2 above. Bifulco (2006) has suggested 

that mother‟s insecure attachment style led to incompetent parenting. This, together with 

marital adversity, led to mother‟s neglect or abuse which in turn led to depression and 

anxiety in the child. Children from families with poor stability are more at risk of violence 

(Sidebotham and Heron 2006; Brown et al. 1998; Coohey 1996). This may especially be 

true of woman-headed households (Seagull 1987) and separated and divorced mothers 

(Fergusson et al. 1996b). This may be partly due to financial stresses and social isolation 

(see above) demonstrating how factors are inextricably linked. The presence of a step-parent 

has also been shown to increase risk (Fergusson et al. 1996b). In contrast, less frequent use 

of physical punishment is found in extended family households (Levinson 1989). Although 

Bowlby (1971) focused on the role of the mother, the role of the father is under-represented 

in research but a recent review of the literature (Guterman and Lee 2005) indicates that 

young fathers especially those with several children and/or unemployed seem more liable to 

abuse children. However, it also suggests more research is needed to identify the positive 

role the majority of fathers may have, such as the supportive relationship with the mother 

and the direct care they provide for the child.   

 

Young parents and those with poor academic education are more at risk of violence 

towards their own children (Sidebotham and Heron 2006; Kotsch et al. 1995). Similarly, 

those with a history of psychiatric disorder including a history of drug or alcohol misuse 

(Chaffin et al., 1996) are also more at risk of violence towards their children. In a review of 

seven studies into the effectiveness of individual and group parenting programmes in the 
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„North‟, Barlow et al. (2006) found insufficient evidence to support the use of parenting 

programmes to treat physical abuse or neglect (i.e. measured by the incidence of reported 

child abuse or injuries of children on the children protection register). However, Scheper–

Hughes (1992), an anthropologist who has worked in the „favelas‟ (slums) of Brazil, 

describes how amidst grinding poverty, the neglect shown by mothers to infants to the point 

where women felt worthless and that their children were not worth saving, was a long way 

from the attempts of some NGOs to try to address poor parenting practices.   

 

Research by World Vision on the Myanmar/Thai border (Dorning, 2005) and by 

Save the Children in Nepal (Clawson, 2002) has identified families in a high risk 

environment who have not trafficked their children although they experience the same 

environment, which suggests the solutions can be found in the context itself. This is known 

as „positive deviance‟. More of this kind of research is needed in Cambodia.  

 

‘Socially toxic’ environments  

Garbarino (1995) has described the „socially toxic environment‟ where children are 

immersed in an environment that predisposes violence both towards and by children.  Some 

research indicates the impact of social networks on violence involving children, mostly 

indicating higher risk in families with poor social networks (Coohey 1996). The nuclear 

family or family disrupted by war for example is therefore seen to be more vulnerable to 

violence. Other aspects that make the environment of a child more toxic and more likely to 

lead to violence involving children are drugs and alcohol and accessibility to weapons. 

Chapter 2 describes the close proximity of weapons and landmines to children in Cambodia. 

Quite apart from potential to injury and long-term loss of schooling, weapons may lead to 

loss of family member(s) and increased fear, anxiety and anger (Yem Sam-Oeun and Catalla 

2001) which may lead to more violence. 

 

In contrast, social support may help to reduce the negative impact of stressful life 

events on families at risk (Kotch et al. 1997).  Various INGOs and local NGOs in Cambodia 

have attempted to create better opportunities for children through provision of vocational 

training, advocating for better schooling and providing „catch-up‟ education for children to 

be able to return to mainstream education after they have reached the correct grade for their 

age.  
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Peer influence is often seen in a negative light when it may actually be very 

supportive to children affected by violence. A positive effect of the environment on the child 

also appears to have a rebound effect on youth who are involved in different kinds of 

community service. Service to others was seen by McLellan and Youniss (2003) to provide 

access to feel a significant connection with a historical, religious, ethnic or political 

tradition. Service was, in this case, linked to a network of positive adult and peer 

relationships although in different contexts youth in gangs or extremist groups may be 

„inspired‟ towards rather than away from violence.  

 

More research is needed to demonstrate the positive effect of social networks 

specifically in Cambodia, but community-based systems such as neighbourhood centres, 

wats (temples) and churches may be beneficial in reducing isolation of families. Although 

this is not usually considered to be a problem in developing countries, one anthropological 

team (Ovensen et al. 1996) has suggested that Cambodian families post-conflict have 

deliberately isolated themselves „like an island‟.  

 

Drugs and alcohol 

 

Although drugs and alcohol are listed above as one of the contributors of a toxic 

environment, it plays such a significant role it is also selected out here. Alcohol use is 

positively associated with bullying and negatively associated with being bullied (Nansel et 

al. 2001). This association with bullying behaviour continues into adulthood (Olweus 1994). 

Alcohol or drug abuse also leads to an increased risk of rape and sexual abuse for the victim 

as well as the perpetrator because of clouded judgement from alcohol (Krug et al. 2002). In 

the Ministry of Women‟s Affairs (MOWA)/GTZ (2005: 38) study, alcohol was cited as a 

result of domestic violence as well as a cause. More than half the „beer girls‟ (women who 

sell beer on behalf of the beer companies in restaurants and clubs) in a Cambodian study 

said they suffered physical abuse (Bury 2005).  

 

The National Youth Risk Behaviour Study (MOEYS/UNICEF/UNESCO 2004) 

suggests that 65 per cent of respondents blame alcohol for domestic violence. Morgan et al. 

(1984) reported increased alcohol consumption for Indochinese refugee youth to try to 
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forget trauma they had experienced but this has not been consistent with other studies 

(Rousseau et al. 2003). Fordham (2005) describes how drinking alcohol with friends is one 

of the things that signify a transition to manhood. 

Programs to reduce alcohol in Cambodia could include increasing tax on rice wine, 

whisky, beer and other alcohol and laws restricting the advertising of alcohol. Results of 

economic research in the States show that increasing the tax on beer can be an effective 

policy tool in reducing violence, while restrictions on advertising appear to have no effect. 

However, this may be very different in Cambodia as a country where advertising is so 

relatively new and is so aggressive in targeting youth, so more research is needed in this 

context. Although Fordham (2005) has suggested there are few sanctions on drinking in 

Cambodian culture, not taking alcohol is a Buddhist precept and this could be creatively 

used with some men. Fordham (2005) goes on to say that „alcohol consumption must be 

addressed now before it becomes an even more intractable problem.‟ 

 

Learned behaviour; aggression/helplessness/resilience 

Social learning theory rejects the idea that aggression is an inner drive and argues 

that aggression is learned. O‟Leary (1988) suggests that when factors such as violence in a 

family of orientation, stress and an aggressive personality style and alcohol come together 

violence is likely.  In contrast where power is shared, violence is seen to be less likely 

(Straus 1980) although this is also difficult to prove. 

 

Research in the „North‟ demonstrates that parents who are physically punished as 

children or adolescents have an increased likelihood of physically punishing their own 

children (Bower-Russa et al. 2001; Stattin et al. 1995) but recent research by Renner and 

Slack (2006: 600-603) found only weak support for this transmission of violence hypothesis. 

Stronger support was found for a theory of „learned helplessness‟ where children who are 

maltreated or witness to violence are more likely to be victimised as an adult. The theory 

suggests that susceptibility to being a victim is a socially learned behaviour from early 

childhood experiences. It is in response to circumstances or events they cannot influence, 

where persons develop negative beliefs about their abilities and their own actions.  
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Which comes first? Boys at middle school appear to be particularly vulnerable to 

physical punishment but it is not clear whether boys are beaten because they are more 

aggressive or are more aggressive because they are beaten more (Gershoff 2002: 12)? In 

addition, one type of family violence tends to be related to other types of family violence 

(Levinson, 1989). Research by Straus (1983) found that 76 per cent of children who were 

repeatedly beaten by their parents repeatedly and severely assaulted a sibling compared to 

15 per cent of children whose parents used no physical punishment or other violence during 

the year of the survey. However, did the sibling fighting cause children to be beaten or vice 

versa? 

 

There has been increasing emphasis on the importance of building up self-esteem in 

children and it is thought that this will encourage children to have confidence to resist 

violence in situations in which the abuser could be influenced. However, firstly this is hard 

to achieve in „socially toxic environments‟ where children are constantly being put down 

and secondly, a persistent abuser is likely to use force whether or not a child „stands up to 

them‟. Also, these kind of preventive programmes are notoriously hard to assess.  

 

Nevertheless, children are taking an increasing role in addressing their own violence 

from active participation in the regional consultations of the UN Study on Violence to acting 

as protagonists in child labour unions. Child rights‟ organisations work on the premise that 

empowering children will lead to a less marked power differential as adults are put into a 

situation where they need to listen to and take into consideration children‟s voices. For 

example, a study by World Vision (Gourley et al. 1999) into exploitative child labour in 

Cambodia led to a different outcome than first anticipated because children were involved in 

programme development.       

 

If negative behaviour can be learned then perhaps positive behaviour can also be 

learnt as well as self-protection. A review by Zwi et al. (2007) found that in a review of 

studies looking at school-based education programmes for the prevention of child sexual 

abuse that improvements were found in knowledge and protective behaviours among 

children. However, children's knowledge was tested only in a short time period after the 
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programme so it is not yet possible to know long-term outcomes.  Again, the studies were 

conducted in the US and therefore may not apply to other countries and cultures.  

 

A review of 56 studies of school-based secondary violent prevention programmes in 

the „North‟ aimed at reducing aggressive behaviour suggests that they do appear to produce 

improvements in behaviour (Mytton et al. 2006). The improvements can be achieved in both 

primary and secondary school age groups and in both mixed sex groups and boy-only 

groups. However, none of the studies collected data on violent injury, so the extent to which 

an improvement in behaviour translates to an actual injury reduction cannot be ascertained. 

In addition, more research is needed to determine if the beneficial effects can be maintained 

over time.  

 

The Child: neurobiological factors 

The Seville Statement on Violence written in 1986 by twenty prominent scientists 

said that it is scientifically incorrect to believe that „violent behaviour is genetically 

programmed into human nature‟ or that „war is caused by instinct.‟ It was adopted in 1989 

(UNESCO 1989). Ennew and Plateau (2005) support this with anthropological evidence that 

man is inherently social, rather than inherently violent.  

 

Glaser (2006) suggested that extreme deprivation, distorted critical developmental 

experiences and stress can each have an effect on the developing brain of the infant as well 

as gene environment interaction. Even in the pre-natal phase, maternal stress, drug abuse 

and alcohol abuse of the mother can have serious effects on the developing brain. 

After birth, stress can be caused by experiencing physical punishment, observing domestic 

violence, sexual abuse and neglect. It can cause a cortisol stress response which has a 

physiological effect on the immune system, memory and reduced brain volume. If there is 

no selective attachment formed by three years of age, Glaser (2006) suggests that some 

children may become disinhibited in their approach to strangers and this social mal-

development can have an effect on into adolescence.  

 

Much has been written about Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) caused by 

violence at all levels. Although cognitive-behavioural interventions have been successfully 
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used for example with child sexual abuse (Luckock, 2002) in the „North‟, there is currently 

increasing concern that models of counselling should not be used uncritically in societies 

that do not have the same cultural roots as Northern psychologists (Bracken and Petty 1998). 

Nevertheless, longitudinal research by Keo et al. (2004) in Cambodia in three areas over 

three time periods found that both clinical counselling and attendance at a self-help group 

for adults were effective interventions. More research is needed to establish its effectiveness 

with children.  

 

The use of creative arts in preventive work and in rehabilitation of children who have 

experienced violence is also being increasingly explored. However, these projects have 

rarely been adequately followed up or evaluated, so effectiveness is often measured only 

anecdotally (Munier and Etherton 2006). More research is needed to demonstrate their 

effectiveness (Banos-Smith, 2006). 

 

Conclusion  

 

Violence involving children is „multiply determined‟ by a variety of factors 

operating through transactional processes at various levels of analysis‟ (Belsky 1993: 413). -

This can encompass a range of explanatory strategies, from the „life-course history‟ 

approach (Elder) to analysis of structural and cultural factors (Galtung). Equally complex is 

the question of what is most effective in preventing, or tackling, different types of violence 

involving children. Although a variety of targets of intervention exist, in many ways dealing 

with violence at a macro-level can appear to be too big and complex for NGOs to tackle. At 

the same time trying to approach it from a micro-level, when the issue touches on every 

child in Cambodia, also appears to be an impossible task in a resource–scarce environment.  

Nevertheless, significant moves are being made to address violence against children through 

poverty eradication policies, legal reform, increased governmental accountability, 

professional and public awareness of child rights through training and the effective use of 

media, education reform, labour reform, conflict resolution, addressing prejudice, promoting 

community cohesion and support of families, the use of creative arts and finally listening to 

children about the things they themselves consider to be priority.  
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 This chapter has helped to prepare the groundwork to begin answering our research 

questions concerning the incidence of violence involving children, together with some of the 

causes and consequences. Combining Galtung‟s typology of violence and Elder‟s life-course 

theory with Belsky‟s ecological model, adapted to the Cambodian situation, has enabled us 

to grasp some of the complexities of the situation. The next three chapters will present the 

empirical research done in pursuit of these questions, to understand better the significance of 

different forms of violence as experienced by children themselves. 



 108 

Chapter 4 

 

Methodological Approaches and Challenges 

 ‘Seeing a tiger asleep, you assume the tiger is dead; seeing a tiger crouch, you 

assume the tiger is ‘kowtowing’’’
54

 Khmer proverb   

 

This chapter introduces the general methodological approach used in the research 

and explores methodological challenges relating to the researcher and to the child. It then 

explains how the specific methods used were developed, how ethical issues were handled, 

what procedures were followed and what instruments were used. 

 

Introduction 

 

 When this research was initiated, it was anticipated that violence involving children 

would be a significant problem in Cambodia, so in one sense it was testing this hypothesis, 

described by Layder (1998) as theory-testing. However, the details of children‟s 

understandings were not known and so I wanted to keep an open mind about what might be 

discovered, believing that they were likely to have understandings that may not yet be 

understood in the research/NGO community, described by Layder (1998) as theory-building. 

Some of the information gleaned from the qualitative research was able to influence the 

quantitative research and vice versa. The research was also conducted with the end use in 

mind so I wanted to include research that would produce results that could influence people 

in positions of power so that they could use that information. This influenced my decision to 

use a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods which would produce both 

statistics and quotes from children, both of which are powerful tools in different contexts.  

Coming from a nursing background, I was used to what is sometimes described as the pure 

scientific quantitative approach but believing this to be incomplete, I was keen to gain a 

broader multi-disciplinary social scientific perspective. A number of creative methodologies 

had been developed previous to the time I was preparing to do the ethnographic research, 

                                                           
54

 This Khmer proverb indicates that things are not necessarily as you perceive them to be. Researching and then 

understanding children in Cambodia is fraught with challenges. This thesis attempts to make sense of the understandings 

from children of their situation believing that they are experts of their own context but recognises that it can only be one 

incomplete interpretation. This proverb is also used here because the observer of the tiger could be a description of those in 

positions of power who ignore the way violence affects children at their peril.  
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some of which had been piloted in the developing world (Guijt et al., 1994; Johnson et al. 

1995; 1996; 1998) so I was keen to consider these in developing the methodology but I was 

acutely aware of the sensitive nature of the topic. I sought a combination of different 

methods because children were likely to provide different information through different 

methods. 

 

Methodological challenges: the researcher 

 

There are particular challenges of being a cross-cultural researcher. It is recognised 

that „the products of the research process are affected by the personnel and process of doing 

research‟ (Davies 1999: 4). My position is described in more detail in Chapter 1 but briefly I 

am aware that my understandings have altered with my experiences as a researcher, as a 

father, as a Christian and as someone who has spent time living in Cambodia.  

 

The cross-cultural researcher must learn how to listen, observe, analyse and 

understand so that s/he can translate it into his own cultural framework. Unless competent 

language and culture is well understood which may take years to achieve, then nuances may 

be missed and much of the unspoken body language, which can be so resourceful to the 

native fieldworker, can be missed. In this research, I was trying to understand Cambodian 

children‟s perspectives but recognise that I have a „Northern‟ perspective and even with ten 

plus years experience working with Cambodians, comparatively limited understanding of 

the Cambodian culture compared to a local researcher. However, unlike other countries in 

Asia which have educated social science researchers, Cambodia still has limited local 

researchers and fewer with child-centred research experience.  

 

As well as the more obvious cross-cultural differences experienced by myself as a 

Caucasian, the research assistants also had their own sub-cultures and prejudices. In 

discussion, there were clear preconceptions and prejudices against Vietnamese and tribal 

people. This was to a certain extent ameliorated by training and discussion and emphasising 

the need to be consistent, but required monitoring. There is a danger for the researcher to 

omit some children who tend to be excluded in more general research such as ethnic 

Vietnamese. For example, in conducting public health research in poor slum communities 
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(Miles, et al. 1994) we found that even though the research design was deliberately 

inclusive, research assistants were deliberately excluding ethnic Vietnamese from the 

survey. However, as Vietnamese are systematically ethnically victimised, there is also a 

danger of drawing attention to their negative differences in advocacy documents so that data 

could be used against them or their parents (cf. Roberts 2000). In addition, it is understood 

that their inclusion could conversely be tokenistic rather than in order to effectively use the 

information for their benefit. 

 

It was also noted that one research assistant had a more typically Cambodian adult to 

child interaction and though appearing to give a kindly impression, still had a certain 

dissonance. In comparison, the second research assistant who became the main research 

assistant, quickly developed a rapport with children which appeared to benefit the 

relationship so that children appeared to relax and open up more. This demonstrates the 

importance of recognising personality as a significant barrier or enhancer in the research 

relationship.  

 

Methodological challenges: the child  

 

Children are vulnerable, because they are smaller and weaker than adults but also 

because society keeps them voiceless and powerless (Paredes-Japa 2001). They therefore 

need protection from exploitative tendencies (intended or unintended) of researchers who 

might otherwise further „abuse‟ them. Consideration is needed about the „possible harms, 

intrusion, distress or embarrassment to the child, the loss of the standard teaching or care of 

the child and the risks of the new or untested methods on the child‟ (Alderson, 1995: 19). 

Children have the same rights as adults but due to their vulnerability they have the „right of 

protection‟. However, care must be taken that „protection‟ is not a means by which children 

can be further exploited by having decisions and involvement taken away from them that 

should be theirs. An overly protective stance may mean that children who could benefit from 

having research conducted with them and their peers are unable to do so.  
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Developmental understanding 

Sechrest and Sidani (1995) suggest that asking people a question requires „a 

complicated process of cognitive understanding by both the respondents and the processors 

of those responses.‟ The respondents may not fully understand the question and the 

researcher may not fully understand the answers. This may be especially true for children, 

not because children are immature or not clever enough but because adult researchers may 

not ask questions that can be understood by them. Definitions given by children may also be 

different from those that are customary to the adult ways of perceiving them (Mayall 2002: 

112-139). 

 

 Even young children have an understanding of sexual abuse and this understanding 

increases with age (Wurtele and Miller 1987; Miller-Perrin 1998). However, research by 

Schwab-Stone et al. (1994) on test-retest reliability of diagnostic reporting suggest that 

children aged 6 to 12 years tended to report fewer symptoms than parents and reliability 

increased with age. Silverman and Eisen (1992) found that children aged between 12 and 17 

years have better test-retest reliability than children aged 6 to 11 years. Fallon and Schwab-

Stone (1994) suggest that age, intelligence, gender and type of question can have an 

influence on reliability of self-reporting. 

 

Feeling believed vs. Not believed.  

Children are often the only reliable witnesses of their own experiences (Butler et al. 

2003:10) and I am convinced that children can be taken seriously as informants (James and 

Prout 1990; Mayall 2002; Hutchby and Moran-Ellis 1998). However, children „can 

experience frustration as well as distress when others reject the truth of their assertions and 

thus their knowledge‟ (Waksler 1996: 104). In a comparative study of children across East 

Asia (UNICEF 2001), Cambodian children were more likely to say that their opinion was 

not valued in society or in the home than children from other countries. Children can 

harbour a deep distrust of others, including family and friends and have no confidence that 

anyone could or would help (Butler and Williamson 1994: 70) and this might be extended to 

the researcher.  
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Careful consideration was therefore needed about how children‟s opinions could be 

collected, without them feeling intimidated, and in a way that useful information could be 

obtained. Children also need convincing that adults were genuinely interested in what they 

had to say. This may be achieved by developing a relationship between the researcher and 

the child but this could also affect the results if the child seeks to respond in a way that they 

feel the researcher wants to hear or feels reluctant to share things they might feel „ashamed‟ 

of.   

 

Self-disclosure after traumatic event; fear of consequences and denial 

The research would not specifically ask questions of victims but a representation of 

school children in general. Nevertheless, if the results reported in this thesis are accurate 

then a significant number have experienced violence in one way or another and this was 

anticipated. However, victims may be unwilling or unable to talk for many different reasons 

– fear, shame, guilt (Fontaine 1990). Children might fear consequences of punishment for 

speaking out about violence by those over them, e.g. children might be afraid that if they 

admit to being physically punished that there could be consequences by parents or teachers. 

This was likely to be an especially pertinent issue in Cambodia, with its history of 

totalitarian rule and mutual suspicion – within the direct experience of parents and 

grandparents of children who took part in this research.  

 

It is also known that children may not disclose a traumatic experience such as 

domestic violence or sexual abuse for some time if at all, especially where a relative is 

involved (Butler and Williamson 1994; Wattam and Woodward 1996). Whether this is 

conscious or unconscious, it may mean the actual number of victims or witnesses of 

violence and sexual abuse is actually higher than reported. Raval (2005) also describes some 

of the challenges of translation when communicating with children and their families under 

stress. Similarly, information may be lost if children feel under stress when being 

researched. 

 

Trauma in childhood may become a central focus around which the child‟s growing 

takes place, shaping their perceptions of themselves, significant adults in their life and view 

of the world (Smith et al. 2000). This may have consequences in their ability to respond and 
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in the responses themselves. They may view certain abusive experiences as „normal‟ and as 

a coping mechanism may want to minimise it or not want to label someone who is a 

significant adult as an abuser.  

 

Even though parents may use threatening language (see chapter 2) with children, 

Cambodian parents do not speak about interpersonal violence with children, and so children 

might learn to not speak about violence. For some children, this might affect their 

willingness and ability to participate in discussions. In a „culture of silence‟ it might also be 

difficult to get young unmarried females to participate in group discussions and especially to 

talk about sexual matters (Chou Meng Tarr 1996).  

 

Children’s moral ‘norms’ and what influences them 

Children adopt „moral norms‟ in everyday interaction with family members. This 

might also apply to relationships with teachers and others in the community. They might 

then internalise these adult „rules‟ about violence (and non-violence). Although there is 

limited child rights‟ education about issues surrounding violence, abuse, trafficking and 

child rights, some children may have been exposed to some of this material and this might 

have influenced their ideas. These „rules‟ may differ to the individual according to their 

context (Eskonen 2005: 40) including families religious and political values. 

 

Children who have experienced violence might see the exercise as a way to improve 

the situation of others and this may inspire them to respond. Goody‟s (1999) study of 

Guatemalan youth found that children might be prepared to take more risks on behalf of 

others than they would for themselves. Grover (2005) suggests that advocacy by children 

promotes their resilience and positive self-concept. Therefore, it might even be beneficial 

rather than harmful for children to disclose information that might feel „uncomfortable‟ to 

them to „help other children‟ even though they might never meet them.       

 

Fantasy vs. Reality 

While children are probably no more likely or unlikely than adults to fabricate 

responses, it is possible that in a group situation, children might either exaggerate or play 

down responses, depending on peer relationships.  
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Children believing there was a Right vs.Wrong answer 

Children sitting in school examination-like conditions might believe that there is a 

„right answer‟ rather than appreciating that their opinion, whatever it consisted of, was of 

equal value.  Jones (1983) also describes a courtesy bias in Southeast Asian research where 

people express only views which they think the interviewer or investigator wants to hear.  

 

More talented vs. ordinary ‘rich’ data  

„It is a function of social scientific ideologies that want to make the work more 

important by making the informants appear more talented‟ Fine and Sandstrom (1988). 

There is a danger of romanticism where we need children to say something profound when 

what they are saying is just „ordinary‟. This was made clear to me at a Child Forum where a 

UNICEF staff person was frustrated that they felt the children didn‟t come up with anything 

very profound or unusual, instead of appreciating the rich data.      

 

Developing the methods 

 

Methods were sought that could help to understand children‟s perspectives in the 

context of violence. A number of methodologies might have been used to research violence 

involving children.  Living in the community and conducting anthropological participant 

observation as Ebihara did in Cambodia in the 1960s would provide useful data, though this 

would have been too time-consuming with my other responsibilities. I did have some 

experience living with my wife in a Cambodian community for six months in my past 

assignment in Cambodia in 2000. However, although my language ability remained too 

basic to pursue participant observation, I felt that training the research assistants would 

enable me to gain the information required.  I did look at ethnographic sources and noted 

cultural attitudes and norms through observation, discussion with Cambodian colleagues and 

reading. Collecting retrospective information on whether adults experienced violence in 

childhood might have some use (cf. Cawson et al. 2000) but it was only able to give data of 

what happened in the past rather than current trends. Research with perpetrators was not 

considered because research with those prosecuted for violence against children would be 

restricted to extreme cases and require access to detention facilities, while research with 

adults in general may lead to under-reporting.  According to Browne (1992), in Romania 0.1 
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per cent of parents admitted to having sexually abused their children whereas 9.1 per cent of 

children reported having suffered sexual abuse. However, information from proxy 

informants was understood to have some use (Ennew and Plateau 2004) for example, adult 

focus groups were conducted to identify differences in beliefs from children rather than 

incidence. 

 

Therefore, collecting evidence directly from the children about what they have 

recently experienced was considered to be more useful and reliable. Although creative 

adolescent peer ethnographic research (Hawkins and Price 2000; Forder 1999; Wilkinson 

and Fletcher 2002) was considered, peer research had up to that time, usually been used with 

adults and older teenagers. Furthermore, I did not consider myself to be adequately trained 

in training adolescents to be researchers and was not in a position to be trained to do so.  

 

Two main methods were used: anonymous self-completed questionnaires used with 

five schools in every province in the country, and focus groups using drama with children 

from different contexts. Both methods used pictures drawn by a Cambodian artist as a visual 

prompt. These will be described in detail below.   

 

Creating the visual prompt 

Pictures have been increasingly used in community development (Bradley 1995). 

They have been used as „discussion starters‟ (Linney 1995: 90) which can be „effective in 

helping learners to develop some of the logical, analytical thinking processes necessary for 

the growth of critical awareness.‟ „Picture codes‟ were traditionally used by Paulo Freire 

(1972) to promote collaboration between the community and „outsiders‟. I was aware of 

creative methodologies with young people‟s participation in the book „Stepping Forward‟, 

edited by Johnson et al.(1995). In other research I conducted with militarised children on the 

Thai-Myanmar border, I used children‟s own drawings to explore hope (Miles 2000b). I was 

therefore aware that art enabled children to speak about experiences more than simply being 

asked questions (Gross & Hayne 1998).   

 

Elicitation through photographs, drawings and moving images, especially using 

photographs, has been used extensively in ethnographic visual research (Banks 2001). This 
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is where pictures are used to create a response from the participant and has been found to be 

much more productive than exclusively verbal interviews (Collier 1979: 281). Participatory 

research is increasing using visual methods with children such as cameras and videos (e.g. 

Smith and Barker 2000; Cook and Hess 2007). Epstein et al. (2006) suggest that although it 

has limitations, visual research can challenge participants trigger memory and help children 

to „open up‟, leading to new perspectives and assisting with building trust and rapport.  

 

With instructions, a Cambodian artist (University of Fine Arts) created detailed 

shaded line drawings of scenarios of children experiencing violence to use in my research 

(cf. Linney 1995: 26). The typical Cambodian style would be familiar to children. The 

pictures were used in the questionnaire (Appendix 8) and also enlarged and laminated to use 

as visual prompts for the focus group role plays.   

 

A pilot study was vital in order to ensure understanding. The pictures and questions 

were shown to a pilot group of five boys and five girls and they were asked if they 

understood the meaning of the pictures without a description and also the draft questionnaire 

questions. In discussion with the children about their understanding, we were able to clarify 

any unclear words, style and sentence structures. Some modifications were made to 

accommodate these suggestions. For example, a curtain in the background of the picture 

portraying child rape was removed and replaced with a typical wooden house scene as the 

children expressed that the former looked more like a brothel and we did not want to specify 

where the sexual abuse was occurring anticipating that sexual abuse may occur in the home 

or community (see Figure 4.1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Changes to illustration after piloting 

After Before 
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Drama and role play 

Drama and role plays have been used in community development („theatre for 

development‟) for some time (Epskamps 2005; Etherton and Prentki 2006; Gumuncio 

2001). In Latin America, Augusto Boal drew on Freire‟s (1972) pedagogy to design a 

„Theatre of the Oppressed‟ in which communities are encouraged to act out different 

scenarios of oppression and then anticipate different and positive solutions to those normally 

adopted. According to Mavrocordatos and Martin (1995: 61, 64-65) „Theatre for 

Development‟ „can provide the audience an opportunity to look into a mirror, perhaps for 

amusement, perhaps for instruction and perhaps to find a way through difficult times‟ (ibid: 

64-65). Ragamuffin (http://www.ragamuffin.org.uk/), a Tearfund partner, was involved in 

drama therapy in Cambodia.    

 

The INGO Save the Children (2001) has used arts-based exercises with young 

people around issues of violence. Appreciating the value Cambodian culture puts on 

dramatic art, I was eager to see whether role plays could enable children to discuss their 

experiences and „express their views about sensitive topics without having to talk about 

themselves or their difficult experiences‟(Ennew and Plateau 2004: 229). There was an 

expectation that children would enjoy the use of visual prompts, role plays and watching 

videos of themselves in action. It was decided not to analyse the role play itself as a method 

of understanding children‟s responses because this would have required additional expertise 

that I do not have in applied drama and interpreting Cambodian body language but it was 

considered still useful to refer to what had happened in the play as a talking point. Also, 

although it is currently being debated, the use of impact and evaluation in using drama has 

been limited partly because:  

„Art workers are notoriously suspicious (often with good reason) of the mechanisms 

of monitoring and evaluation imported from social sciences while being reluctant to 

develop their own‟ (Etherton and Prentki 2006: 144).   

 

Although the intention was to access information rather than using it therapeutically, 

it was hoped that using role play followed by focus group discussion might also avoid the 

anxieties of being asked questions in an individual interview situation, for example. By 

doing the role play with a group of 10 to 12 children, and allowing them to choose who 

would „direct‟ and „act‟, it was possible for children to opt out of taking part which was 

Before 

http://www.ragamuffin.org.uk/
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considered to be more ethical. Drama is currently used to teach children about peer conflict 

resolution skills (Catterall 2007) and it was hoped that acting out would help children think 

through what they might do if they were in a potentially violent situation in the future. 

 

Focus group interviews 

Focus groups are facilitated discussions on a specific topic and are useful for:  

 

„identifying knowledge, ideas, values, beliefs and attitudes of a group as well as for 

discussing questions about the kind of interventions that people think would be 

successful‟ (Ennew and Plateau 2004: 223).  

 

They can include a stimulus (in this case the pictures and role play) which enables group 

member discussion. This is then observed by the researcher who notes the content as well as 

the interaction among group members.  

 

Őverlien et al. (2005) found that focus group discussion can even be used with „high-

involvement‟ topics such as sexuality and not only for „low-involvement‟ topics (such as 

those traditionally used in market research). Their study with young women aged 15 to 20 

years also used visual prompt in the form of magazines which steered the topic away from 

personal issues. Focus groups enabled children to choose whether they wanted to be 

involved which was less intrusive than individual interviews. Focus groups also allow co-

construction of meaning in the dialogue between interviewer and respondent and between 

respondents.  

 

It was recognised that children might feel intimidated by adults and especially 

Caucasian („pointy nosed‟) adults with whom most would never have previously come in 

contact. To minimise this, and due to limited language ability, one of three local assistants 

were engaged in the focus groups. The technique to be used was for myself to sit behind the 

local assistant and to give instructions into his ear about what should be asked (Figure 4.1.). 

The hope was that I would become less obtrusive. As the research assistant became more 

confident then it became easier. He was also able to notice some of the non-verbal 

communication of children and report this back to me.  
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Questionnaires 

Although Nogami et al. (2005) suggested that questionnaires and surveys are 

„unsuitable for children‟ and are in violation of Article 13 of the UNCRC, I was aware from 

previous research in Thailand (Miles 2000a) and Sri Lanka (Miles 1999) that anonymous 

questionnaires with school children was a useful way in which children‟s understandings 

could be obtained. Questions in an anonymous survey format give „validity‟ that some of the 

opinions were not just opinions of the minority but a specified percentage. Closed-questions 

could provide prevalence and other data of interest to decision makers and could be analysed 

without translation, thus avoiding misinterpretation. School-based surveys have a high 

response rate and can assess current rather than past trends of violence assessed by 

retrospective studies. This also limits reporting and recall bias (Helweg-Larsen & Bøving-

Larsen 2003).  

 

Questionnaire surveys with school-children have been used in Cambodia by 

UNESCO (1998), UNICEF (2001) and MOEYS/UNESCO/UNICEF (2004) but doing 

research in this way where teachers are actively involved makes issues of confidentiality 

more of an issue. We recognised that the research for this thesis would need to involve the 

active presence of an outsider not linked to the school each time questionnaires were 

Figure 4.2: Positioning of the focus group and researchers 
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disseminated; to maintain confidentiality and ensure the presence of teachers would not 

affect the results.  

 

In addition, Open-ended questions could be included, providing qualitative data, 

though being aware that there was more possibility of misunderstanding in translation.  

Words that children could understand were used in everyday speech, being careful to avoid 

long or scientific words (Ennew and Plateau 2004) or complicated sentence structure or 

double negatives.   

 

Using more than one method provided an opportunity to triangulate the data:  

„Methodological pluralism allows for methods to be chosen to suit the questions and 

circumstances thus getting over problems that are inherent in single or narrower 

methods‟ (Sechrest and Sidani 1995).  

 

Ethical issues 

 

Ethical research requires rigour and rigorous research needs to be ethical. Although 

this section focuses on ethics, the rest of the chapter also considers ethical issues.  

 

Ethics committee 

At the time I started the fieldwork there was no formal process for ethical approval at 

Swansea University, although the need for proper ethical consideration was of course 

understood. There was also no reputable process for ethical scrutiny in Cambodia. However, 

in spite of not going through a formal committee, careful ethical consideration was made by 

the researcher in conjunction with the supervisor and employer, with the focus on 

minimising any risk of harm to participating children, as explained below. The dangers of 

self-regulation were understood (Greig and Taylor 1999: 147) and perhaps this led to an 

attempt to be particularly rigorous to ensure children were protected from harm. I became 

aware of guidelines by Laws and Mann (2004) and Ennew and Plateau (2004) later in the 

research. Child protection measures put in place are summarised in Appendix 5. 
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Consent and assent 

Ethical research with children is normally contingent on parental consent. The age of 

18 years is acknowledged in many societies (and by the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child) to be the age at which children become adults but article 12 suggests 

that children are competent to make decisions for themselves depending on their age and 

ability. However, this varies from culture to culture, and it is by no means clear on what 

empirical evidence it is based. Adolescents in many parts of the world are not considered to 

be children at all; they work, fight in armed conflicts and may get married well before they 

reach 18 years. Children at different ages are capable of making decisions and their 

competence to consent might be considered to depend more on the context and what they are 

consenting to, than their age.  

 

Masson (2000) argues that a child who is able to understand the nature and 

consequences of the research has the capacity to decide about participation without the need 

for parental permission. Competency to consent under 16 years in the UK is based on the 

„Gillick‟ ruling in the Lords
55

 which means either child or parent can consent, even if the 

other is unwilling. However, this is based on choice regarding health care but choice 

regarding research is not so clear. In the US, parental permission may be waived in research 

where parents have neglected or acted abusively towards the child.
56

 Although the consent 

of parents or guardians might usually be sought, to preserve the relationship between the 

researcher and the child, children should know at the outset whether or not information will 

be passed on to parents, guardians or teachers and how much. They should receive the same 

level of confidentiality and privacy as adult subjects. Where researchers feel that they must 

report what a child has said; then they should discuss it with the child first (Alderson 1995).  

 

Parents (and ethics committees) are the gatekeepers for children and decide if 

children can take part in the research but:  

                                                           
55

 The legal case Gillick vs.West Norfolk and Wisbech Area Health Authority (1986) AC 112, which challenged the legal 

right of a medical practitioner to provide contraceptive advice and treatment to girls under the age of 16 without the consent 

of their parents (Mason and McCall Smith, 1999).   
56 Institutional Review Boards can invoke Section 46.408(c) states: „In addition to the provisions for waiver contained in 39 

46.116 of Subpart A, if an IRB determines that a research protocol is designed for conditions or a subject population for 

which parental permission is not a reasonable requirement to protect subjects (e.g. neglected or abused children), it may 

waive consent requirements provided an appropriate mechanism for protecting the children who will participate as research 

subjects is substituted and provided the waiver is not inconsistent with federal, state, or local law.‟  
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„Assent is an opportunity given to children to express their opinions and concerns 

surrounding participation in research, providing them with a formal means to be 

included or excluded‟ (Piercy and Hargate 2004: 255). 

 

However, is it always necessary for parents, guardians or teachers to know everything that 

affects the child? Occasionally, it may be desirable to limit parents‟, guardians‟, teachers‟ or 

doctors‟ access to information, especially where the child wants them not to be informed of 

something, and where this is not putting the child at further risk. Permission that limited 

information will be provided to parents or teachers, e.g. of the group rather than the 

individual, may be sufficient. Lynch et al. (1999) while recognising the importance of 

parental consent also points out that insisting on adult or parental consent can actually 

impede research with children. 

 

It is also important to take into consideration the relationship between parents and 

teachers and between adults and children. For example, one Khmer proverb says that parents 

hand over children to teachers and that „all they ask back is their bones and eyes.‟ In other 

words, if they need to use violence to keep control of them, then so be it. In this context, 

rather than the current intensive child protective environment of the „North‟, Cambodian 

parents might wonder why their consent was being sought, when it may well be seen to be 

part of the school‟s responsibility to decide.   

 

For the focus group work, NGOs were asked to bring together a broad range of 

children from their community of different abilities, although it was understood that these 

would most likely be children they had a relationship with through their work. As such the 

NGO communicated with their parents that they wanted to do an activity with the children 

(though they probably did not provide details). Children were free or not to attend but would 

probably have not been informed about what it was about until they arrived. As focus groups 

were relatively small groups, more consideration might have been made of how parents‟ 

consent could have been sought. However, I felt that children, namely those 12 years and 

over selected for this research would have the ability and should have the right to make 

decisions on whether they wanted to give information or not and I felt this did not need to be 

limited by parental consent.  The technique also allowed children to say as much as they 

wanted and withdraw from participation if they chose to. They could also use the technique 

in the way they wanted to. This fits with Thomas & O‟Kanes‟ (1998) three principles of 
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consent: a) active agreement on the part of the child, passive agreement on the part of the 

caretaker; b) children‟s participation could be withdrawn by them at any point; c) children 

should be able to choose how they participate in the research.     

 

Helweg-Larsen and Bøving Larsen‟s (2003) review of internationally published 

questionnaire surveys found that few researchers considered parental consent, even where 

sensitive information was included. Furthermore, in a two-stage research project by 

Esbensen et al. (1999b) of 7th grade students in six US cities, where „passive‟ consent was 

used, only 13 of the 2,496 eligible 7th grade students (0.4 per cent) had parents who denied 

consent. When active parental consent was required 23 to 45 per cent of youths did not 

participate in the study, depending on the site, due to non-response from the parents. Even 

with follow-up of non-respondents, 22 per cent still refused to provide consent.  Regarding 

sample bias (ibid: 316), the characteristics of the students whose parents did not respond 

were different from those whose parents responded, thus introducing bias into their sample. 

Parents of „at-risk‟ youths (positive attitudes towards and engagement in delinquent 

behaviours) were less likely to return consent forms at all. The study suggests informing 

parents, giving two to three weeks to deny their child's participation in the study, after which 

time period consent is implied (ibid: 333). 

  

However, the logistics of asking parents of school children permission in my study 

would have made it untenable with high rates of illiteracy and no precedence of sending 

notes home or of asking parents‟ permission. It might have created suspicion (Ungar et al. 

2005) in a context where people are fearful of authority. In addition, the MOEYS consented 

to the research (after lobbying 18 months) and they informed Provincial Education offices 

and in turn School Heads that they were required to take part in the research. Parents and 

teachers as actual or potential perpetrators of violence might not have been happy for 

children to reveal information about sexual abuse and violence in the home and school, so if 

their specific consent was necessary then this information would not have been made 

available, even though the results might have been used to benefit children. Helweg-Larsen 

and Bøving-Larsen (2003) suggested that after rigorous consideration, no ethical or legal 

objections were found to conducting an anonymous survey in Denmark on child sexual 
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abuse among 9
th

 grade pupils (15 years old) without parental consent, as long as the survey 

was accompanied by an offer of counselling.   

 

I was concerned about the possibility of psychological stress and anxiety caused to 

children who might disclose sensitive information, when in some areas little individual 

support was available. I discussed this with a group of youth researchers from the Balkans 

presenting at the „World Congress on Commercial Exploitation of Children‟ in Japan in 

2001 (Warburton et al. 2001). The young people said that they felt that the stresses caused 

by not being asked outweighed those of taking part. They went on to say that they were 

grateful that someone had been interested enough in them to ask the questions that were 

asked and then involve them in asking others and ultimately helping others. This raises the 

question, „Is it ethical to not ask children when they feel the situation warrants it and they 

want the opportunity to speak out about it and potentially effect change for other children?‟ 

It has been suggested that parents, carers or researchers who exclude children from research 

„in their best interest‟ may do harm of a different kind, leaving children silenced as opposed 

to unprotected (Alderson 1995).  

 

 In order to offer as much support as possible, a poster was distributed to all schools 

with the telephone number of a child rights‟ organisation which children could contact if 

they were distressed after the research. In addition, where child rights‟ groups were active, 

children were informed that they could make contact with them. This meant that very few 

children taking part in the research would not have had an opportunity to receive support if 

they needed it.  

 

For those researchers who consider that children are competent to make decisions 

and be social actors, the question is how this competence is acknowledged and expressed or 

disguised and controlled (James 1998). Even researchers, whose intention it is to be fair and 

ethical to children, may find themselves unintentionally being unfair and unethical. 

Constantly reviewing the process before and as it happens is therefore vital.  
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Access  

Access often requires lengthy relationship building with officials and requires much 

patience and persistence (Devereux and Hoddinott 1992). The school-based research 

depended on the approval of the Ministry of Education, Youth & Sport (MOEYS). We were 

requested to submit a „Terms of Reference‟ (TOR) between Tearfund and the MOEYS. We 

did this but didn‟t fit the normal process, where a Non Government Organization (NGO) is 

expected to directly benefit the MOEYS with people and financial resources. We were then 

told that our TOR was no longer necessary and that we needed to write a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) instead with the Department of Secondary Schools. This was 

promptly submitted and we returned regularly to check progress; but although we were 

assured that progress was being made, the process seemed to be stuck. We then realised that 

an MOU with secondary schools was insufficient because many children aged 13 and 14 

years were still in primary schools. We therefore developed an MOU with the Department of 

Primary Schools, but because we had not developed a relationship with them and they were 

a separate department it was necessary to start again with explanations and relationship 

building. This took several more months. Finally, we were told that the MOU with both 

departments had been approved and that it was necessary for us to submit a schedule of 

when we expected to do the research in each province. Personalised letters would need to be 

written by the MOEYS for each Provincial Director of Education explaining what we were 

doing, and requesting their cooperation. They in turn would need to contact five schools in 

their province and recruit ten children to partake in the research. One teacher would 

accompany the group of ten students to the site where the research would take place.  

 

We had requested to be able to do the research in all 24 provinces. Fortunately this 

was resolved by something which initially seemed like an inconvenience. We were told that 

we would need to employ a government-appointed assistant who would act as a „minder‟, 

observing what we were doing and reporting back to the MOEYS. However, Mr Sokhom 

proved to be very helpful as a liaison between the MOEYS and ourselves in ensuring that all 

letters were written and officially signed and stamped. He got them completed and sent on 

time so that we could keep to the schedule, although on several occasions we needed to 

postpone.  Letters were posted well in advance but sometimes it was necessary to use 
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alternative ways to get the letters to its destination such as sending it by taxi, simply due to 

the remoteness and lack of post office infrastructure in some locations.  

 

After we had access, we sought a further research grant from INGOs concerned 

about the issues we were tackling. In submitting a proposal to World Hope, we emphasised 

sexual abuse and trafficking, their particular interest, and in submitting to World Vision we 

emphasised domestic violence. It helped to have data already generated from the focus 

groups and an increasing reputation for training and networking.            

 

Methods, instruments and procedures actually used 

 

Due to other commitments, the study was conducted over a period of more than 4 

years (Table 4.1) so it does not represent a snap-shot in time as many national surveys are 

able to do. The timeline gives an overview of the process from preparation to follow up: 

 
Table 4.1: Timeline of research 
Activity 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Researcher based in 

Cambodia 

                          

Preparation then 

Follow-up in UK 

                          

Pilot study    X       X                

Securing Access                           

Child Focus Groups                           

Adult Focus Groups                           

Questionnaire 

survey 

                          

National conference                     X      

UN Regional 

meeting  

                     
X  

   

Embassy 

Presentation 

                         X 

Verification 

Exercise 

                         X 
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Role play focus groups with children 

 

NGOs were contacted to ask if they would be willing to host focus groups with 

children. They were asked to try to find a group of children from different backgrounds but 

representing the different contexts – urban, rural, provincial, tribal, ethnic Vietnamese, Thai-

Cambodian Border area and Vietnamese-Cambodian border area. These different contexts 

were deliberately selected to be able to explore differences and similarities. Children were 

requested with a range of abilities rather than the clever ones or the ones with acting ability! 

The children were not selected because they had experienced violence. They did not have to 

be literate but we did ask for five boys and five girls around 13 to14 years of age. In some 

groups, the numbers were higher and we had up to 14 in a group of equal sexes, excluding 

children over 15 and under 12 years.   

 

Each of the seven focus groups of children was involved in a half-day workshop. 

Before the main part of the workshop started, we played some physical games that involved 

all the children. These were fun and helped to alleviate some of the tension. After this, we 

sat with the children in a circle on the floor to create a sense of equity, rather than peering 

down from above, to facilitate dialogue, though this is not culturally „normal‟. The research 

assistants had been thoroughly briefed. We explained who we were and the purpose of the 

research and that we wanted to have fun together but if anything felt uncomfortable, that 

they were not obliged to do it. We would ask questions and while we appreciated their 

honest opinions they could tell or not tell us what they wanted to say. Information was to be 

kept confidential from teachers, parents and NGO workers. The workshop consisted of the 

children being given a series of pictures that were drawn by the Cambodian artist illustrating 

different scenarios of violence against and by children. The pictures were as follows (Figure 

4.3): 
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Figure 4.3: The six pictures used as visual prompts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Each picture was presented separately. The children were asked to clarify what they 

thought the picture depicted to ensure they understood the meaning.  The children were then 

asked to do a role play, depicting what would typically happen just before the scene in the 

picture and then what would typically happen after the scene in the picture.  In each group 

the children, they themselves selected a „director‟ and „actors‟ to act out the scenario in each 

picture. A video-tape recording was made of them acting out each scene and then after 

completing the role play, the result was viewed together and then discussed starting with the 

question „Does this kind of situation happen in your community?‟ followed by a series of 

semi-structured questions about what happened and what would have helped both to prevent 

the situation from occurring and what would typically help after the situation had occurred. 

The research assistant was able to manage this process, without my assistance until question 

time, when I asked for a brief translation of the responses, so that the next appropriate 

question could be given. An audio-tape was made of the children‟s responses for ease of 

translation. This was later translated by the research assistant (who could also remember 

1. Physical Punishment: Home 

 

2. Child sexual abuse 3. Physical Punishment: School 

4. Selling of a Child 5. Peer Bullying 6. Youth violence against 
adults 



 129 

what happened) and another translator separately and then compared for accuracy. A full 

transcript was then written. 

 

Although I felt that interpreting role plays myself was not appropriate, asking 

children about the role plays was considered acceptable and may have led children to giving 

fuller explanations about how violence affected them, than if there was unprompted 

discussion. Using pictures of other children was seen to draw the attention of the child away 

from themselves and make them more open.    

 

The initial information from each focus group was then collated into sections and 

commonalities and differences noted. The first three focus groups listed above were 

conducted before the questionnaire surveys were started and this provided useful 

information on which the questionnaire could be adapted from the original draft. For 

example, specific questions about physical punishment in schools, gender of children being 

raped and whether a raped child can get married were added based on information provided 

by the children in the focus groups. Focus group questions also built on previous focus 

group results.   

 

Focus groups with adults were conducted later in these same three locations. 

Although comparing the attitudes between children and adults was considered to generate 

important data at the time it was not clear whether these data would be used in the final 

analysis due to the volume of data being generated in the questionnaire survey, but in the 

end it was decided to use the information from the three focus groups with adults.  

Further role play focus groups with children were conducted at the same time as 

questionnaire surveys so that more information could be generated. Some questions were 

asked based on previous responses from previous role play focus groups. At the time, it was 

hoped that this could also show up the differences between children in high risk areas, e.g. 

border areas, tribal areas and the distinctive Vietnamese ethnic group but in retrospect this is 

probably not possible with the relatively small amount of information generated. However, 

it certainly provides a platform from which to encourage more intensive research with each 

of these high risk communities of children.   
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Focus groups with adults 

NGOs were also asked to select adults from the community. Again we asked for 

representative members of the community. Although we did not specifically ask teachers to 

be included we did get one who gave a helpful perspective. Although it might have been 

interesting for adults to have role played children to help them understand the situation of 

children this was not the purpose of the exercise but rather to find out their understandings. 

As the power differential was less than between adults and children, it was felt that adults 

would be relatively comfortable just talking in focus groups. However, the same pictures 

were used as points of discussion on the different types of violence and similar questions 

were posed to the adults as the children, although from the perspective of the adult parent, 

teacher and community member. 

 

Anonymous Self-administered Questionnaire Survey of School Children 

The line drawing scenarios that were used as prompts for the role plays in the first stage 

were also used in the questionnaire surveys conducted in schools. The questions were 

written in a sequence so that as children went through the questionnaire booklet a pattern 

was evident which covered the six main areas of violence. Personal questions were 

deliberately delayed in the booklet assuming that children would not feel comfortable and 

might not want to respond to questions about their own experiences early on but might after 

relaxing into the questions. Care was taken in writing the questions to make the wording 

simple and understandable. This was verified by piloting the questionnaire with a group of 

children of the same age and then asking them afterwards if they did not understand any of 

the words. Corrections were then made before the questionnaire was finalised. Also, when 

the questionnaires were distributed, children could raise their hands and ask if they did not 

understand any of the words. 

 

It was decided to focus on the 13- and 14-year-old age group because at this age it 

was hoped the children still at school would be old enough to have experienced several types 

of violence and literate enough to complete the questionnaire themselves. This was 

important if it was to be confidential. However, it was understood that choosing this age 

group of children in school who were literate to do this survey could not represent children 

of the same age outside of school who were more likely to be at risk of violence. The survey 
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could never represent children per se, only children in school. Nevertheless, it was still felt 

to be worthwhile because if prevalence was seen to be high in this group of school children, 

then it could be expected to be higher for other children and therefore worthy of further 

research.   

 

The questionnaires were translated into Khmai by the research assistant with help 

from other Cambodian colleagues. They were reminded that the questionnaire was for 

children so we wanted to avoid complex adult phraseology. A second translator was asked to 

translate the questionnaire back into English so that the accuracy of the translated instrument 

could be verified. After piloting the questionnaire with a group of children of the appropriate 

age, some changes were made and this process needed to be repeated.      

 

Initially, we were not sure if we would have the finance or permission to do the 

questionnaire research in all the provinces. We considered if we could do it in key provinces 

but decided to hope that we would have enough time and could get both finance and 

permission; which we did. Nevertheless, negotiating with the MOEYS was long and arduous 

and we did consider alternative ways in which we might be able to get access to schools – 

for example, where NGOs already had agreements. This would have meant doing research 

on a school by school basis and only with schools that already had input and that might have 

biased the results. However, permission was not granted in any school until the full signed 

paperwork from the ministry and two departments was obtained so this was not an option.  

 

Although it took 18 months, we were able to negotiate with the MOEYS to get their 

full support and we were then able to conduct the survey in all 24 provinces of Cambodia 

without any hindrance. Rather than taking a proportional representative sample of children 

from each province approximately 50 children were selected from each province and 100 

from Phnom Penh.  This made it more practicable from a logistical point of view. It should 

be noted that some of the more rural provinces rarely have research conducted in them due 

to the logistics of access and language. Also we chose to do the research ourselves rather 

than leaving it to teachers which would have been far easier and simpler but may have 

biased the results. Once the research assistants were confident it was not always necessary 

for me to be at every location and other commitments sometimes prevented me from going. 
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Those at each location are listed in Appendix 10. We did consider translating the 

questionnaire into tribal languages but in the end this was not possible.
57

  

 

The children from the five different schools usually arrived at the school by 10am 

even though some had had to travel some distance from their own school and village. This 

was arranged by a teacher from the school who accompanied them. First, we played some 

warm up games with the children to help them relax as above. Then we explained to them 

the purpose of the research. We emphasised that although the seating was arranged similar 

to an examination, that there were no right or wrong answers. We said that we valued their 

own opinions, so we would appreciate it if they did not copy from their neighbour. The 

paper was arranged in two sections with a break in between where they received a drink and 

a snack. They were given lunch at the end before returning to their schools/homes. 

 

Ethically, it was considered important that children, while being encouraged to 

answer as much as possible, were assured that if they felt uncomfortable in responding to 

any questions, they could leave them unanswered. In fact, the response rate to all the Open-

ended questions was surprisingly high. Although this may have been from a genuine interest 

and desire to respond, it may also have been because children felt under pressure to 

complete everything as they would in a school test situation. The research set-up was similar 

to a school test in that children sat at separate desks without consulting each other.  

 

The papers were unmarked apart from a number so that children could not be 

identified. On completion of the papers, they were collected and teachers were not permitted 

to look at what children had written. The data from the papers were then put into the SPSS 

database. This process was done twice to ensure accuracy so that on entering data the second 

time if it did not match, it was verified. Many questions were multiple-choice but where 

short-ended answers were made, these were translated as the information was entered.      

 

 

 

 

                                                           
57 However, we noted the extreme lack of educational resources and personnel for these more remote areas compared to the 

more urban centres. 



 133 

Summary 

 

Although there are a number of potential barriers in obtaining information, doing 

research with children is probably the most useful and legitimate way of understanding the 

extent of violence involving children in a given context, and this is enhanced by 

triangulation of different methodologies. Children‟s additional vulnerability in a developing 

country context where ethical restrictions are less enforced means that we need to be 

particularly careful to maintain ethical integrity and maintain a reflexive stance. However, in 

spite of limitations, the potential for productive results are high. The results of the 

questionnaire survey and of the focus groups are presented in the following two chapters. 

The limitations are described at the end of Chapter 7. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Quantitative Results 

 

This chapter presents the statistical analysis of the results from the anonymous 

questionnaire of 1,314 school children from all provinces in Cambodia. The English 

translation of the questionnaire can be found in the appendix.  

 

The first section describes key characteristics of the population of children surveyed. 

Results of the analysis are then presented, in the following sequence: (1) children‟s reported 

experiences of different types of violence, direct and indirect; (2) a comparison of direct 

experiences of violence according to gender, family-type, socio-economic status and 

geographic location; (3) a similar comparison of indirect experiences of violence (i.e. what 

children said they had observed or heard about); (4) the apparent relationships between 

children‟s direct experiences of different types of violence; (5) children‟s attitudes towards 

different forms of violence; (6) children‟s understandings of causes and appropriate 

responses to different forms of violence. The analysis was conducted using SPSS Version 

13. Where statistical effects are significant (at p<0.05), the p factor is in bold. 

Population surveyed  

 

The intention was to survey children aged 13 and 14 years. The majority (82.8 per 

cent) of children who completed the survey said they were aged 13 and 14 years (40.3 per 

cent aged 13 years and 42.5 per cent 14 years) (see Figure 5.1). The ages recorded here are 

ages that children themselves said they were. In order that data was not lost from children 

who had come far to participate, 12 year olds (7.6 per cent) and 15 year olds (9.1 per cent) 

were included but twelve 16 year olds and one 17 year old were excluded. Seven children 

did not record their age but I am confident they were between 12 and 15 years old. Although 

schools sent children who they thought were aged 13 and 14 years based on school records, 

most of these would not have been based on birth registration but when parents said that 

they were born which may have been based on getting children into school, rather than 

actual age. The children selected were both pre- and post-pubescent. 
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 I requested the MOEYS to ask schools to provide equal numbers of boys and girls 

but slightly more girls attended; boys n = 639 (48.6 per cent): girls n = 671 (51.1 per cent). 

In fact, the gender ratio in much of Cambodia is 85-95 males per 100 females, (Hook et al 

2003) due in part to gender-biased war fatalities although this is evident in adults rather than 

children (see Appendix 3).  

 

 Most children (83.4 per cent) had both parents (see Table 5.1). Over 11.9 per cent 

said they were from women-headed households, which is a lot less than the 25.7 per cent in 

the General Population Census (NIS/MoP/UNFP 1998). However, this could indicate that 

most children of female households would need to leave school early to work full-time to 

support the family.  Of the woman-headed households, 7.8 per cent lived with their mother 

only, 1.3 per cent with the older sister only and 2.8 per cent with their grandmother only. 4.7 

per cent of children gave no response which could indicate that they live in orphanages or 

have an alternative arrangement not pictured in the survey. 

 

 

0.54% 
9.1% 

42.77% 
40.47% 

7.65% 
Missing 
15 
14 
13 
12 

Figure 5.1: Age of Children 
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Table 5.1: Family status of children  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Nearly all children (96.7 per cent) consider themselves to be Buddhist, despite the 

secular ideologies and regimes since 1975 including the two communist secular regimes (see 

Chapter 2). Only nine children chose not to respond to this question. The samples of 1.6 per 

cent Catholic/Christian and 0.8 per cent Islamic/Cham were not statistically significant to 

use in further analysis.  

 Housing type was chosen as a proxy for socio-economic status rather than 

occupation. The majority of rural people describe their occupation as farmers, but this 

category includes wealthy landowners or landless serfs.  According to the Demographic and 

Health Survey (ORC Macro 2000: 21), 40.8% of house roofs in Cambodia are made of 

thatch, 25.1% of galvanised iron/aluminum and 33.4% of tiled, cement, concrete. Typically 

the poorest have thatched roofs, rising with greater prosperity through tin roofs then tiled 

wooden and finally tiled concrete houses. Most children were able to categorise themselves 

using the four different pictures of houses and these fell neatly into four categories with 

significant numbers in each of the four categories (see Figure 5.2).  

 

 No ethnic groups were deliberately excluded from this survey but ethnicity was not 

asked. However, a number of tribal children were included in the survey in Ratanak Kiri and 

Mondul Kiri. Although ethnicity has been mapped in SE Asia (Hook et al. 2003) this has not 

officially been done in Cambodia. It is particularly sensitive politically (partly due to the 

xenophobia of the Khmer). As well as a number of tribal groups in the North East, many 

ethnic Vietnamese and Chinese are in Phnom Penh. 

 

 

 

   Family Status Count % 

 With Both Parents 1096 83.4% 

  With Mother only 102 7.8% 

  With Older Sister only 17 1.3% 

  With Grandmother only 37 2.8% 

 No response 62 4.7% 

Total 1314 100.0% 
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 To facilitate analysis, locations were grouped into four differentiated categories:  

1. Phnom Penh, the capital city (n = 107). 

2. Other provinces with and/or close to major cities (Battambang, Kampong Som, 

Kampong Cham, Kampot, Kep, Koh Kong, Siem Riep) (n = 376).  

3. Rural provinces (Kampong Speu, Kampong Chnang, Kampong Thom, Kandal, 

Pursat, Prey Veng, Svay Rieng, Takeo, Kratie) (n = 492). 

4. Remote provinces(Banteay Meanchey, Mondul Kiri, Pailin, Preah Vihear, Ratanak 

Kiri, Stoeung Treng, Udor Meanchey) (n = 339). 

 

3.63% 1.03% 

39.04% 

23.9% 

27.21% 

8.83% 

Missing 
Other 

TIN ROOFED WOODEN 
HOUSE 

TILED WOODEN HOUSE 

 TILED CONCRETE 
 HOUSE 
 

THATCHED ROOF HOUSE 

Figure 5.2 Socio-economic status by house type 
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Reported experiences of violence 

The following section reports the direct and indirect experiences of different types of 

violence reported by boys and girls in the survey.   

Peer bullying 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 More than a third of all children (34.5 per cent of girls and 40.6 per cent of boys) 

(see Table 5.2) in the survey said that they had experienced bullying „because they were 

different‟, slightly more boys than girls. More boys than girls reported peer bullying. This 

gender difference in reporting peer bullying is not large but it is interesting that more boys 

admit to being bullied than girls. It might be explained if children define bullying as 

physical violence, which in a macho culture may be higher in boys. However, although the 

focus of this study is on physical violence, bullying may not have been interpreted as 

explicitly physical, indeed the picture given to children (see Figure 4.3 - picture 5) was of 

emotional victimisation rather than physical violence and this has been attributed more to 

girls.  

 

Nearly three quarters of children (75.3 per cent of boys, 72 per cent of girls) said 

they had seen children being bullied and fewer said they had heard it (60.4 per cent of boys, 

54.0 per cent of girls) (See Table 5.2). There is an expected greater incidence of hearing and 

observing bullying than of experiencing bullying. It is perhaps unsurprising that equal 

Table 5.2: Peer bullying reported by children 
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numbers of boys and girls reported observing bullying, which often entails public 

humiliation, and respondents would need to observe only a single instance of bullying to say 

that they had observed it. In contrast, boys heard of bullying more often than girls. This 

would be expected, since male bullies may bully with male peers or be inclined to boast 

about their victories to their male peers and the bullied might be observed by or tell their 

male friends about their experiences. 

 

Physical punishment at home  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over four fifths (81.7 per cent) of children said they had seen children being 

physically punished by parents (81.0 per cent boys and 82.4 per cent girls) (see Table.5.3) 

compared to 43.2% who said they had experienced it themselves. Only 68.6 per cent 

children said that they had heard of children being physically punished by parents (68.0 per 

cent of boys and 67.1 per cent of girls). The number of children who said they had seen 

children being physically punished by parents appeared to be higher than those who said 

they had heard of parents beating children, but this question was asked later in the survey 

when children may have felt more relaxed and confident to respond.  

 

If children understood the word „heard‟ to literally mean heard the noise of someone 

being abused, one might have expected it to be higher than seen, since walls are often thin 

and violence might be more easily heard in the neighbourhood than seen but as there is little 

disapproval of using physical punishment in communities, parents may not have been afraid 

Table 5.3: Physical punishment by parents reported by children   
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of making punishment visible to others to add to the humiliation. There is no apparent 

gender difference between having seen and having heard because physical punishment of 

children of both genders will have been seen or heard by children of both genders.  

Physical punishment in school  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over one third (34.9 per cent) of boys and 24.1 per cent of girls said they had 

experienced physical punishment at school (Table 5.4). These significant gender differences 

may be due to boys „pushing the boundaries‟ set by teachers more readily than girls or a 

cultural bias/ „permission‟ by parents for teachers to beat boys at this age, but not girls due 

to the potential damage/concern with changes to the body. Alternatively, it could be a 

greater willingness of boys than girls to report. However, the question emphasises „ever‟ so 

it would include previous experiences though memories of these in the past may have 

diminished with time.  

   

Table 5.4: Physical punishment by teachers reported by children 
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Child sexual abuse and rape  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A small percentage of children admitted to being raped by an adult, only 1.8 per cent 

of boys and 0.6 per cent of girls (Table 5.5). The way the question was presented in a picture 

may have meant that not all children fully understood that rape involved forced penetration 

but their responses in other questions appear to indicate they at least understand it to be 

sexual abuse. It may be that some of the children in our survey who themselves had been 

raped were embarrassed/reluctant to say so and  preferred to say they had witnessed the rape 

of another child instead.  This is elaborated in the discussion chapter. 

 

Nearly two thirds (64.0 per cent of boys and 63.5 per cent of girls) said they knew of 

a child who had been raped by an adult. Half the children said they had heard of children 

being raped in their community (51.1 per cent of boys and 46.4 per cent of girls) but this 

question omitted to specify whether this was by an adult. This is consistent with the RUPP 

study (cited in Gray 2001) which found that 49 per cent had heard of an incident of rape. 

There is no apparent gender difference between children who have heard of a child being 

raped probably because this is likely to be widely discussed. It is also not clear why there is 

a noticeable difference between „know‟ and „heard of...in their community‟. The latter may 

assume a more personal relationship.  

 

When asked which gender is raped, nearly all the children (over 90 per cent) said 

that girls only were raped and only 6.7 per cent of boys and 5.7 per cent of girls said that 

Table 5.5: Child rape reported by children 
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rape can happen to girls and boys. When asked if children who are raped can ever get 

married, approximately two thirds said „yes‟ and one third said „no‟. See methodology 

section for discussion on whether children understood the term rape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When children were asked if they had been touched on the genitals before and after 

nine years old of those who responded to this question, 15.7 per cent of boys and 13.3 per 

cent of girls said they had been sexually touched on the genitals before nine years and 18.9 

per cent of boys and 13.5 per cent of girls after nine years (Table 5.6). Children were not 

asked if they had seen or heard of other children being touched on the genitals. Again, boys 

appear to be more willing to admit that they have been sexually abused even though there is 

tremendous amount of taboo around this topic for both genders. 

Selling and trafficking of children  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.7: Selling of children reported by children 

Table 5.6: Child sexual abuse (touching on genitals) reported by children 
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 Children not at school may be more likely to have been sold than those who had 

been at school so this figure of 2.4 per cent of girls and 3.7 per cent of boys (see Table 5.7) 

is relatively high. It is not clear whether children consider certain forms of labour as being 

sold and whether they would include the same types of situations described as „exploitative 

child labour‟ or „trafficking‟.  

 

Nearly half of the children (45.1 per cent of boys and 49.1 per cent of girls) (see 

Table 5.7) said they knew of a child who had been sold, though this was fewer than those 

who said they had seen or heard of children who had been sold in their community. There is 

no statistically significant difference between gender of children who say they have been 

sold or know of children being sold. It might have been helpful for children to have been 

asked the questions according to gender: „Do you know boys who have been sold?‟ and then 

„Do you know girls who have been sold?‟ 

 

 It is not clear why there is a discrepancy in percentages between „seen or heard‟ and 

„know‟ a child who has been sold. You would expect the score in „seen or heard‟ to be 

higher than „know‟. It may be because in the questionnaire, the second question came later 

in the survey and may have been when more children felt more relaxed and able to respond 

or it may be that some of the children understood the first question to mean that they had 

actually witnessed the selling, whereas children responding to the second question may have 

understood it to mean if they knew of children who had been sold. Also the second question 

did not specify in their community. However read, these figures are disturbing, indicating 

that between a third and half of all children know of a child who has been sold by an adult.  

 

There is no statistical difference between socio-economic categories of those who 

have experienced, know, seen or heard indicating that this is an issue that is irrespective of 

socio-economic status. This is surprising because you would expect children from poor 

socio-economic backgrounds to be more at risk of experiencing being sold.  However, the 

results could be affected by the fact that although the selected sample attempts to be 

representative of school children, they are unusual in that they have returned to school and 

are still in school at 13 or 14 years of age in spite of having experienced being sold.  
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Presumably, if the sample had been taken of all children outside of school then the 

figure would be higher, perhaps much higher. Education of the children to secondary school 

may indicate that parents have also been better educated (and see the importance of 

educating children) and this may be more of an equaliser than wealth, so that children of 

different socio-economic classes are of equal risk. 

 

Youth violence against adults  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 Only five per cent of boys and 3.4 per cent of girls said that they had been involved 

in robbing an adult at gunpoint (see Table 5.8). This study did not ask children whether they 

had been victims of youth violence themselves, it focused more on children‟s experience of 

committing violence against adults and whether they had seen or heard of children acting in 

a violent way towards adults in their community. In contrast, the Bearup (2003: 27) survey 

of 680 youth aged 13 to 28 years did not ask youths if they had experience of acting 

violently but did ask if they had been victims of gang violence (8.3 per cent), theft (11.2 per 

cent) and intimidation (11.9 per cent). 

 

Nearly half of the boys (45.2 per cent) and a third of the girls (34.4 per cent) said 

they had seen an adult being robbed with violence and two thirds of children (65.1 per cent 

of boys and 68.7 per cent of girls) said that they had heard of adults being robbed by 

Table 5.8: Youth violence against adults reported by children 
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teenagers in their community. The latter two questions did not specify the use of a gun. This 

compares to the Bearup (2003: 27) study which found that 62.4 per cent of young people 

had witnessed an assault or robbery perpetrated by a youth gang.  

 

Direct experiences of violence compared and analysed 

 

The following section compares the children‟s direct experiences of different types 

of violence and analyses them according to the variables of gender, family type, socio-

economic status and geographical location.  

 

Reported violence by gender 

Although girls experience a moderate level of violence, boys consistently experience 

a higher level of violence than girls in all areas of violence in this survey. This is statistically 

significant for peer bullying, parental physical punishment, teacher physical punishment and 

genital touching by an adult after nine years (see Table 5.9). It is of note that more than 100 

fewer children responded to the questions about genital touching compared to all other 

questions) and this raises the question whether the data would have changed significantly if 

they had. The wider gender gaps were reported for parental physical punishment and teacher 

physical punishment where more than ten per cent more boys reported being physically 

punished than girls. In spite of huge cultural differences in the United States, there was a 

similar gender difference in research collected by the National Child Abuse and Neglect 

Data System (US, DHHS 1998).    

 

Table 5.9: Children’s reported violence involving children by gender 

Type of Violence Incidence By Gender 

 n (total) % Boy 

% 

Girl 

% 


2
 p< 

Peer bullying  475 (1271) 37.4 40.6 34.5 4.953 0.026 

Parental physical punishment   552 (1277) 43.2 50.5 36.4 25.829  0.001 

Teacher physical punishment   369 (1264) 29.2 34.7 24.1 17.175 0.001 

Genital touching by an adult before 9 158 (1086) 14.5 15.7 13.7 1.300 0.254 

Genital touching by an adult after 9 172 (1099) 16.4 18.9 13.5 5.81 0.016 

Experience of rape by an adult  15 (1289) 1.2 1.8 0.6 3.693 0.055 

Experience of child sale  39 (1297) 3.0 3.7 2.4 1.730 0.188 

Youth robbing an adult at gunpoint  55 (1310) 4.2 5.0 3.4 2.034 0.154 
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Reported violence by family type 

There were some significant differences of reported violence according to family 

types (see Table 5.10). Children living with both parents (M+F) usually experienced less 

violence than those living in woman-headed households. Children who lived with an older 

sister (OS) only appeared to be more at risk of violence from peers and receiving „parental‟ 

physical punishment than children living with both parents, their mother only (MO) or 

grandmother only (GMO) (significant). It is interesting to note that all children living with 

their GMO were not sold or raped but children living with OS only were considerably more 

at risk. This was statistically significant even though the numbers were relatively small. This 

could indicate the respect for elders provides some kind of protective mechanism for these 

children.      

 

Table 5.10: Children’s reported violence involving children by family type 

Type of Violence Incidence By Family Type  

 n (total) % M+F 

% 

M 

% 

GM 

% 

OS 

%  


2
 p< 

Peer bullying  475 (1271) 37.4 36.4 37.8 42.9 70.6  

 

8.873  0.031 

Parental physical 

punishment   

552 (1277) 43.2 41.5 57.0 36.4 66.7 

 

13.009  0.005 

Teacher physical 

punishment   

369 (1264) 29.2 

 

28.4 35.0 38.9 31.3 3.639 0.303 

Genital touching by 

an adult before 9   

158 (1086) 14.5 

 

14.4 16.1 18.2 7.1 1.177 0.758 

Genital touching by 

an adult after 9   

172 (1099) 16.4 16.1 12.1 17.6 28.6 2.806 0.423 

Experience of rape 

by an adult  

15 (1289) 1.2 

 

0.9 2.0 0.0 17.6 

 

39.854  <0.001 

Experience of child 

sale  

39 (1297) 3.0 

 

2.9 5.0 0.0 17.6 

 

14.32  0.003 

Youth robbing an 

adult at gunpoint  

55 (1310) 4.2 

 

3.9 6.9 11.8 2.7 

 

4.632 0.201 

 

Reported violence by socio-economic status (proxy housing type) 

There is an interesting pattern with peer bullying, parental physical punishment and 

teacher physical punishment where the children from the most wealthy and poorest 

backgrounds appear to be slightly more at risk than those in the middle (see Table 5.11). 

With peer bullying and teacher physical punishment, the results were statistically significant. 
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This could be linked to a fatalistic culture for poorer children who bear the brunt of people‟s 

anger. For wealthier children, it could be attributed to them either being more outspoken 

against their elders and peers who anger them causing them to respond or more willing to 

report incidents. There are no significant patterns with other types of violence. 

 

Table 5.11: Children’s reported violence involving children by socio-economic 
status 

Type of Violence Incidence By Socio-economic status (proxy housing type) 

 n (total) % Tiled 

Conc. 

%  

Tiled 

Wood 

% 

Tin 

Roof 

% 

Thatch 

% 


2
 P< 

Peer bullying  

 

475 

(1271) 

37.4 40.7 32.5 36.1 40.9 11.024 0.026 

Parental physical 

punishment   

552 

(1277) 

43.2 46.0 41.2 41.7 48.1 3.213 0.523 

Teacher physical 

punishment   

369 

(1264) 

29.2 

 

34.0 24.5 27.7 29.5 11.318 0.023 

Genital touching by 

adult before 9   

158 

(1086) 

14.5 

 

11.4 14.4 15.2 16.8 2.946 0.567 

Genital touching by 

adult after 9   

172 

(1099) 

16.4 15.9 17.7 15.3 15.3 0.755 0.944 

Experience of rape 

by an adult  

15  

(1289) 

1.2 

 

1.2 1.7 0.6 1.8 2.625 0.622 

Experience of child 

sale  

39  

(1297) 

3.0 

 

2.0 4.0 3.3 1.8 3.325 0.519 

Youth robbing an 

adult at gunpoint  

55 

(1310) 

4.2 

 

4.7 4.0 3.4 7.2 4.015 0.404 

 

Reported violence by location 

Children in Phnom Penh are much more at risk of violence than in other locations for 

peer bullying, parental physical punishment and teacher physical punishment (see Table 

5.12). The latter two are statistically significant. This may indicate greater pressures for 

people in the city which in turn creates anger which is released in violence of children. 

Differences between urban and rural locations do not appear to be as significant as 

differences between Phnom Penh and other urban centres. Although this may be due to 

artefacts, it could be because all cities other than Phnom Penh are not of a significant size 

and crowdedness. Children in remote areas may experience slightly different patterns 

because they constitute a number of tribal people who may have different cultural practices 

which may create differences. 
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Also of interest is the difference between locations of children who say they were 

sexually touched on the genitals after nine years. It is not clear why but children in Phnom 

Penh and rural areas seem to have higher incidences than children in other urban or remote 

areas, whereas actual reported incidences of rape are higher in remote areas. In fact, there 

were no reported cases from Phnom Penh and very few from other urban areas. This might 

be explained because children in Phnom Penh are not willing to admit it or are more 

informed and less confident that the information they share would be confidential. More 

detailed breakdown is given in Appendix 6 where incidence is given according to provinces 

on maps.   

 

Table 5.12: Children’s reported violence involving children by location 

Type of Violence Incidence By Location 

 n (total) % Capital 

% 

Urban 

% 

Rural 

% 

Remote 

% 


2
 P< 

Peer bullying 

  

475  

(1271) 

37.4 46.6 39.9 34.1 36.5 7.038 0.071 

Parental physical 

punishment   

552 

(1277) 

43.2 57.9 40.8 41.2 44.1 11.21 0.011 

Teacher physical 

punishment  

369 

(1264) 

29.2 

 

45.2 28.9 28.5 25.3 15.35 0.002 

Genital touching 

by adult before 9   

158 

(1086) 

14.5 

 

11.9 12.8 14.5 16.8 2.606 0.456 

Genital touching 

by adult after 9   

172 

(1099) 

16.4 19.4 13.1 20.6 11.0 14.39  0.002 

Experience of rape 

by an adult 

15  

(1289) 

1.2 

 

0:0 3:1 2.0 2.4 8.25  0.041 

Experience of 

child sale  

39  

(1297) 

3.0 

 

3.8 1.4 3.1 4.5 6.170 0.104 

Youth robbing an 

adult at gunpoint  

55  

(1310) 

4.2 

 

6.5 2.9 3.9 5.3 4.416 0.246 
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Indirect violence compared and analysed 

 

The following section presents a similar comparison and analysis of the children‟s 

indirect experiences of different types of violence (observation and hearsay). 

It should be remembered that witnessing abuse can in itself be a traumatic experience for 

children. Hearing about or knowing of other children who have experienced abuse can also 

create anxiety in children. This research does not cover whether children have witnessed 

violence against adults which might have generated more data.  

 

Reported observations and hearsay of violence involving children by gender   

As one would expect more children say they have witnessed, know of or heard of 

violence involving children than admit to having experienced it. It is of interest that the 

number of children who completed the survey responded in similar numbers to questions 

about all types of violence, including whether this was whether they experienced, had seen 

or heard about it in their community. Slightly fewer children said they knew or had heard of 

incidents of violence involving children than that they had seen it which is the opposite of 

what you might expect. This may partly be explained because asking whether they knew or 

had heard about an incident of violence came earlier in the survey but asking whether they 

had seen an incident of violence came later in the survey when they may have felt more 

relaxed and able to respond.  

 

The number of children who have observed bullying or physical punishment from 

parents or teachers towards children is consistently high (over two thirds) and scores are 

similar for both genders though this is not statistically significant. A slightly higher number 

of boys than girls have heard of children who have been bullied and experienced physical 

punishment in their school which is statistically significant. This might be explained because 

children tend to play separately according to gender and so there may hear things slightly 

differently.  

 

The number of children who say they have witnessed rape (23.5 per cent boys: 21.4 

per cent girls) is much higher than the number of children who have experienced rape (1.8 

per cent boys; 1.25 girls) (see Table 5.13). This does not appear to be consistent but could be 
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explained by children observing „bauk‟ (gang rape) as perpetrators. Alternatively, children 

may be lying, afraid to respond or misunderstand the question which is discussed in 

methodology. Thirdly, children may prefer to say they have witnessed child rape when they 

have actually experienced it themselves but feel too embarrassed to admit it. Around half the 

children said they have heard of a child raped in their community and nearly two thirds 

know a child who has been raped. This also appears to be inconsistent and may again be 

explained by the position in the survey.   

 
Table 5.13: Children’s reported observation and hearsay of violence involving 
children by gender 
 

Type of Violence Incidence By Gender 

 n (total) Total 

% 

Boy 

% 

Girl  

% 


2
 p< 

Peer bullying        

Experienced 475/1271 37.4 40.6 34.5 4.953 0.026 

Witnessed  947/1287 73.6 75.3 72.0 1.809 0.179 

Heard of  732/1282 57.1 60.4 54.0 5.288 0.021 

Teacher Physical 

Punishment 

      

Experienced 369/1264 29.2 34.7 24.1 17.175 <0.001 

Witnessed  868/1277 68.0 69.7 66.5 1.526 0.217 

Heard of  850/1274 66.7 70.0 63.7 5.773 0.016 

Parental Physical 

punishment 

      

Experienced 552/1277   43.2 50.5 36.4 25.829 <0.001 

Witnessed  1043/1275 81.8 81.1 82.4 0.403 0.525 

Heard of  896/1276 70.2 68.8 71.7 1.289 0.256 

Child Rape       

Experienced  15/1289 1.2 1.8 0.6 3.693 0.055 

Witnessed  290/1297 22.4 23.5 21.4 0.815 0.367 

Heard of  629/1288 48.8 46.4 51.1 2.791 0.095 

Know of  823/1291 63.7 64.0 63.5 0.031 0.860 

Child Sold       

Experienced 39/1297 3.0 3.7 2.4 1.730 0.188 

Know  607/1291 47.0 45.1 49.1 2.095 0.148 

Heard or seen of 465/1306 35.6 34.0 37.3 1.610 0.204 

Youth robbing an adult with 

violence 

      

Experienced 55/1310 4.2 5.0 3.4 2.034 0.154 

Witnessed  506/1273 39.7 45.2 34.4 15.720 <0.001 

Heard of  869/1298 66.9 65.1 68.7 1.938 0.164 
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Further tables which illustrate a relationship between reported observations and hearsay of 

violence involving children by family type, socio-economic status and location can be found 

in Appendix 9 (Table A.9.8-10).  

 

Relationships between direct personal experiences of violence of children  

 

The following section examines the statistical relationships between different forms 

of violence using cross tabulation. Where cross tabulation has been done the value of chi 

square is recorded below and where the p value is 0.05 or below it is in bold to demonstrate 

significance. It is important to understand the relationships between different forms of 

violence. Although this research cannot demonstrate a causative relationship from one type 

of violence to another, it can indicate an association where children who have experienced 

one form of violence may also be prone to another form of violence and where children who 

know others who have experienced particular forms of violence may be more at risk of 

experiencing other forms of violence.  

 

Table 5.14: Percentage of children who reported being bullied who also 
reported other forms of violence involving children 
 

Type of violence n (total) 

bullied 

 

% 

n (total) not 

bullied 

 

% 


2
 p< 

Parental physical 

punishment   

265(465) 57.0% 276(791) 34.9% 58.314 0.001 

Teacher physical 

punishment   

179(462) 38.7% 183(786) 23.3% 33.314 0.001 

Genital touching by an 

adult before 9   

69(411) 16.8% 88(696) 12.6% 3.647 0.056 

Genital touching by an 

adult after 9  

77(402)  19.2% 95(670) 14.2% 4.617 0.032 

Witnessed a child rape 125(469) 26.7% 155(785) 19.7% 8.077 0.04 

Know a child who has 

been raped 

336(471) 71.3% 469(784) 59.8% 16.966 0.001 

Experience of child rape 

by an adult  

10(469) 2.1% 5(784) 0.6% 5.541 0.019 

Knowledge of child sale 270(471) 57.3% 322(785) 41.0% 31.410 0.001 

Experience of child sale 

  

19(472) 4.0% 17(786) 2.2% 3.680 0.055 

Robbed an adult at gun-

point  

24(474) 5.1% 28(793) 3.5% 1.770 0.183 

Witnessed youth robbing 

adult with violence  

214(464) 46.1% 376(775) 35.6% 13.404 0.001 
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Children who experience peer bullying are also significantly more likely to have 

been physically punished by their parents or teachers, have been raped by an adult, touched 

on the genitals before and after nine years, witnessed a child being raped by an adult (or 

know of a child who has been raped by an adult, have been sold themselves or know others 

who have been sold and witnessed an adult being robbed with violence (Table 5.14). The 

only area where there is not a correlation is youth robbing an adult with violence which is 

the only situation where the child is not overtly a victim. Other tables comparing other forms 

of violence involving children compared to the rest can be found in Appendix 9. 

 

Children who experience one type of violence/violence are likely to experience other 

types as well. Table 5.15 indicates that children who experience more severe kinds of 

violence such as rape by an adult and being sold are also likely to experience more kinds of 

violence.   

 

Table 5.15: Poly-victimisation 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of those children who said they had experienced bullying:  

98 (26.6 per cent) did not report any other type of violence; 

121 (32.9 per cent) reported experiencing one other type of violence; 

103 (28.0 per cent) reported experiencing two other types of violence; 

46 (12.5 per cent) reported experiencing three or more other types of violence.  
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Of those children who said they had been physically punished by their parents: 

102 (23.2 per cent) did not report any other type of violence; 

171 (39.0 per cent) reported experiencing one other type of violence; 

110 (25.1 per cent) reported experiencing two other types of violence; 

56 (12.8 per cent) reported experiencing three or more other types of violence.  

 

Of those children who said they had been physically punished by their teachers: 

39 (13.8 per cent) did not report any other type of violence; 

102 (36.0 per cent) reported experiencing one other type of violence; 

90 (31.8 per cent) reported experiencing two other types of violence; 

52 (18.4 per cent) reported experiencing three or more other types of violence;  

 

Of those children who said they had been raped: 

1 (10.0 per cent) did not report any other type of violence; 

1 (10.0 per cent) reported experiencing one other type of violence; 

2 (20.0 per cent) reported experiencing two other types of violence; 

6 (60.0 per cent) reported experiencing three or more other types of violence.  

 

Of those children who said they had been touched sexually before 9 years:  

28 (23.0 per cent) did not report any other type of violence; 

35 (28.7 per cent) reported experiencing one other type of violence; 

18 (14.8 per cent) reported experiencing two other types of violence; 

41 (33.6 per cent) reported experiencing three or more other types of violence.  

 

Of those children who said they had been sexually touched after 9 years:  

33 (21.7 per cent) did not report any other type of violence; 

50 (32.9 per cent) reported experiencing one other type of violence; 

28 (18.4 per cent) reported experiencing two other types of violence; 

41 (27.0 per cent) reported experiencing three or more other types of violence.  

 

Of those children who said they had been sold: 

1 (4.8 per cent) did not report any other type of violence; 

6 (28.6 per cent) reported experiencing one other type of violence; 

3 (14.3 per cent) reported experiencing two other types of violence; 

11 (52.4 per cent) reported experiencing three or more other types of violence.  
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Children’s attitudes towards different forms of violence 

 

Table 5.16: Children’s reported frequency of violence involving children 

How often does…?  Gender Never  Sometimes  Everyday  

Peer bullying occur in your 

community 

Boys (n=628) 24.2% 70.5% 5.3% 

Girls (n=666) 28.2% 68.5% 3.3% 

Parental physical punishment 

occur in your community 

Boys (n=669) 17.2% 77.6% 5.0% 

Girls (n=662) 16.1% 78.9% 5.0% 

Teacher physical punishment 

occur in your community 

Boys (n=629) 21.0% 73.4% 5.6% 

Girls  (n=666) 25.4% 71.8% 2.9% 

Rape of a child by an adult 

occur in your community 

Boys (n=634) 57.6% 41.3% 1.1% 

Girls (n=668) 53.0% 43.6% 3.4% 

Child sale occur in your 

community 

Boys (n=633) 70.1% 28.9% 0.9% 

Girls (n=666)  68.0% 29.9% 2.1% 

Adult robbed by child occur 

in your community 

Boys (n=657) 31.3% 66.0% 2.7% 

Girls (n=661) 28.3% 67.0% 4.7% 

 

 

This section examines children‟s beliefs about different types of violence involving 

children – how frequently they estimate that the different types occur in their communities, 

how bad or serious they consider each type to be, and who they think can help in each case. 

 

Table 5.16 demonstrate that approximately seven out of ten children said that 

bullying occurs „sometimes‟ in their community, rather than „everyday‟ or „never‟. Nearly 

eight out of ten children said that parents beating children happened „sometimes‟ in their 

community, rather than „everyday‟ or „never‟. Over seven out of ten children said that 

teachers beat children „sometimes‟ in their community, rather than „everyday‟ or „never‟. 

Nearly seven out of ten children said that adults being robbed by children „sometimes‟ 

happened in their community. More than four out of ten children said that child rape by 

adults happened „sometimes‟ in their community, rather than „everyday‟ or „never‟. Nearly 

three in ten children said that selling children happened in their community „sometimes‟, 

rather than everyday or never. This may demonstrate that violence is frequent and excessive 

in many Cambodian children‟s lives although estimates of frequency may have been a better 

measure or at least broader choices than „sometimes‟ in addition to „everyday‟ or „never‟.  
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The type of violence that was reported as occurring most often (daily) was parental 

physical punishment, physical punishment at school and bullying, though none of these were 

reported as occurring daily by more than 1 in 20 children. 

 

Comparing what children consider is right and wrong 

Table 5.17 illustrates that children consider certain types of violence to be worse 

than other types of violence. The differences between genders at this age are not large. 

While by far the majority of children (95 per cent or over) consider child rape, selling a 

child and a child robbing an adult to be always wrong, children were less convinced that a 

child being physically punished by the teacher or parent was always wrong. Around 50 per 

cent considered these to be always wrong and a further 40 per cent sometimes right and 

sometimes wrong. This indicates that half the children can see some justification in children 

being physically punished by the teacher. Interestingly, over 80 per cent (84 per cent of 

boys, 81 per cent of girls) of children considered bullying to be always wrong.  

Figures for being physically punished by teacher were similar to being physically 

punished by parents although slightly more children felt that beating a child at school was 

always right compared to any other category (8.4 per cent of boys and 4.4 per cent of girls).  

 

Table 5.17: Comparing ‘Always Right’ to ‘Always Wrong’ of different types of 
violence involving children 
 

 

Type of 

Violence 

Gender Always 

Right 

Sometimes 

right/some-

times wrong 

Always  

Wrong 

Child to child 

Bullying 

Boys (n=621) 3.4%  12.6%  84.1%  

Girls  (n=660) 3.8%  15.2% 81.1%  

Parental physical 

punishment 

Boys (n=628) 5.4%  38.2% 56.4%  

Girls  (n=666) 5.1%  44.6% 50.3%  

Teacher physical 

punishment 

Boys (n=629) 8.4% 47.4% 44.2% 

Girls (n=657) 4.4% 51.8% 43.8% 

Rape of a child  Boys (n=633) 1.4% 1.4%  97.2% 

Girls  (n=667) 2.8% 1.6%  95.5% 

Selling a child Boys (n=635) 3.0% 1.7%  95.3% 

Girls (n=666) 2.9% 2.3%  94.9% 

Child robbing 

adult 

Boys (n=629) 2.2% 1.3%  96.5% 

Girls (n=661) 2.0% 2.6%  95.5%  
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Table 5.18: Comparing children’s attitude to the seriousness of different types 
of violence involving children 
 

Type of Violence Gender Extremely 

serious 

Serious Less 

serious 

Not 

serious 

Child to child 

Bullying 

Boys (n=618) 44.5%  20.4%  24.4% 10.7% 

Girls (n=656) 45.3%  25.0%  23.3% 6.4% 

Physically punished 

by parents 

Boys (n=619) 20.2% 18.3% 35.9% 25.7% 

Girls (n=650) 21.5% 20.6% 33.7% 24.2% 

Physically punished 

by teacher 

Boys (n=623) 12.0% 14.6% 43.5% 29.9% 

Girls (n=650) 11.4% 19.2% 42.2% 27.2% 

Rape of a child Boys (n=622) 92.8% 3.7% 1.4% 2.1% 

Girls (n=658) 96.7% 1.5% 0.3% 1.5% 

Selling a child Boys (n=620) 90.0% 5.0% 1.8% 3.2% 

Girls (n=655) 93.9% 4.0% 0.5% 1.7% 

Child robbing adult Boys (n=656) 76.0% 17.7% 3.7% 2.6% 

Girls (n=621) 80.5% 15.4% 2.6% 1.5%  

 

Even though children had an opportunity to compare it with what many adults might 

consider more serious forms of violence, a significant number (45 per cent) still described 

bullying as „extremely serious‟. More research is needed to indicate the physical and 

emotional effects of bullying on Cambodian children and to see if it leads to suicide as it 

does in other cultures. In the meantime, it appears that adults need to take this form of 

violence seriously.  

 

In contrast, only one fifth of children felt that physical punishment by parents was 

extremely serious (see Table 5.18) and even fewer children thought it was serious when it 

was a teacher at school (just over one in ten). Around 70 per cent thought that being 

physically punished at home or school were less serious or not serious. Relatively few 

children thought that a parent or teacher physically punishing a child was always right. Just 

over half the children felt that parents physically punishing a child was wrong, but two fifths 

of children still felt it was sometimes right and sometimes wrong. While a large proportion 

of children believe this, it is likely that they are more vulnerable to being physically 

punished. 
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Table 5.19: Comparing from ‘Always right’ to ‘Always wrong’ to ever been 
physically punished at home 
 

Beating a child home Always Right Sometimes 

Right/Wrong 

Always 

Wrong 

 

Ever been physically 

punished at home 

27 (4.9%) 265 (48.5%) 254 (46.5%) p<0.001 

Not been physically 

punished at home 

36 (5.0%) 257 (35.8%) 424 (59.1%) 
2 = 21.272

 

 

Table 5.20: Comparing children’s attitude to seriousness to ever been 
physically punished at home 
 

Beating a child 

home 

Extremely 

serious 

Serious Less serious Not serious  

Ever been physically 

punished at home 

101 (18.8%) 102 (19.0%) 234 (43.5%) 101 (18.8%) p<0.001 

Not been physically 

punished at home 

157 (22.4%) 144 (20.5%) 197 (28.1%) 204 (29.1%) 
2 = 36.229

 

 

There is a significant tendency for more children who have experienced physical 

punishment at home to consider it to be sometimes right or sometimes wrong compared to 

children who have not experienced physical punishment at home who are more likely to 

consider it to be „always wrong‟ (Table 5.19). In addition, there is a tendency for children 

who have not experienced physical punishment at home to think that it is more serious and 

for children who have experienced violence to consider it to be on the less serious end of the 

spectrum (Table 5.20).   

 

Table 5.21: Comparing from ‘Always right’ to ‘Always wrong’ to ever been 
physically punished by teacher 
 

Physical punishment of  

a child by teacher 

Always 

Right 

Sometimes 

Right/Wrong 

Always 

Wrong 

 

Ever been beaten  school 28 (7.7%) 207 (57.0%) 128 (35.3%) p<0.001 

Not beaten 51 (5.8%) 412 (46.7%) 419 (47.5%) 
2 = 15.787

 

 

Table 5.22: Comparing children’s attitude to seriousness to ever been 
physically punished by teacher 
 

Physical punishment of 

a child by teacher 

Extremely 

serious 

Serious Less serious Not serious  

Ever been beaten school 44 (12.2%) 53(14.7%) 177 (49.0%) 87 (24.1%) p<0.020 

Not beaten 101(11.6%) 157 (18.0%) 349(40.1%) 263(30.2%) 
2= 9.884
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There is a significant tendency for more children who have experienced physical 

punishment at school to consider it to be on the „always right‟ end of the spectrum than 

children who have not experienced physical punishment at school (Table 5.21). Conversely, 

there is a tendency for children who have not experienced physical punishment at school to 

consider it to be „not serious‟ (Table 5.22). 

 

Table 5.23: Comparing from ‘Always right’ to ‘Always wrong’ – parent beating 
a child - with socio-economic status (proxy housing) 
 

Parent beating a 

child 

Extremely 

Serious 

Serious Less Serious Not serious   

Concrete House 85 25.1%) 77 (22.8%) 114 (33.7%) 62(18.3%) p<0.001 

Tiled Wooden 

House 

62(21.2%) 60(20.5%) 100(34.2%) 70(24.0%) 
2= 29.103

 

Tin Roof House 83(17.4%) 84(17.6%) 181(38.0%) 128(26.9%)  

Thatched House 23(21.1%) 14(12.8%) 30(27.5%) 42(38.5%)  

 

 

Table 5.24: Comparing perceived seriousness – teacher beating a child with 
socio-economic status (proxy housing) 
 

Teacher beating 

a child 

Extremely 

Serious 

Serious Less 

Serious 

Not serious   

Concrete House 33(9.7%) 66(19.5%) 165(48.7%) 75(21.1%) p<0.003 

Tiled Wooden 

House 

48(16.3%) 49(16.7%) 114(38.8%) 83(28.2%) 
2= 24.938

 

Tin Roof House 52(10.9%) 81(16.9%) 204(42.6%) 142(29.6%)  

Thatched House 11(10.2%) 14(13.0%) 39(36.1%) 44(40.7%)  

 

The tables above demonstrate that children who are of poorer socio-economic status 

(measured by housing type) are significantly more likely to consider that violence from 

parent (Table 5.23) or teacher (Table 5.24) is not serious and children from wealthier socio-

economic status are more likely to consider it extremely serious or serious.  
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Table 5.25: Comparing from ‘Always right’ to ‘Always wrong’ of physical 
punishment by parents - with socio-economic status (proxy housing) 
 

Parent physically 

punishing a child 

Always 

Right 

Sometimes 

right/wrong 

Always 

wrong 

 

Concrete House 12(3.5%) 142(41.8%) 186(54.7%) p<0.264 

Tiled Wooden 

House 

15(5.0%) 112(37.6%) 171(57.4%) 
2= 7.657

 

Tin Roof House 26(5.3%) 217(44.3%) 247(50.4%)  

Thatched House 9(8.1%) 44(39.6%) 58(52.3%)  

 

Table 5.26: Comparing perceived seriousness of physical punishment of 
teacher beating a child with socio-economic status (proxy housing) 
 

Teacher physically 

punishing a child 

Always 

Right 

Sometimes 

right/wrong 

Always 

wrong 

 

Concrete House 21(6.1%) 181(52.6%) 142(42.3%) P<0.005 

Tiled Wooden House 11(3.7%) 127(42.2%) 163(54.2%) 
2= 18.450 

 

Tin Roof House 35(7.3%) 251(52.5%) 192(40.2%)  

Thatched House 8(7.3%) 55(50.5%) 46(42.2%)  

 

Although Table 5.25 is not significant, Table 5.26 also demonstrates that children from 

wealthier families are a little more likely to consider a teacher beating a child as being 

wrong than children from poorer families. 

Comparing children’s perceptions of who can help in different types of violence 

 

Children were asked who could help in different types of violence. Table 5.27 gives their 

responses.  
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Table 5.27: Comparing children’s perceptions of who can help in different 
types of violence 

 

These results in Table 5.27 appear to show a strong confidence in the police and 

village leaders to deal with violence in both prevention and dealing with the effects 

especially rape, selling of children and gang violence (all over 80 per cent). The area 

showing the least confidence in the police was in dealing with domestic violence, but this 

was still at around 50 per cent.  
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50.4 
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% 
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% 
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% 
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There is also a relatively high confidence in parental help especially for the child 

who has been bullied (nearly 70 per cent), or is a bully (nearly 75 per cent), the child after 

being raped (nearly 65 per cent) and the perpetrator after a child had been raped (over 60 per 

cent) or is part of a gang (over 65 per cent)  There is more confidence that relatives and 

neighbours could intervene in helping the child and working with the parents where a child 

is being physically punished by a parent (between 58 to 65 per cent) than the remaining 

parent (around 20 per cent). Neighbours and relatives tend to score at a reasonably high 

level in all the other suggested situations (between 25 to 50 per cent). The confidence in 

religious leaders appears to be very low – never more than 7.4 per cent. 

 

Children’s suggestions for causes of and ways of dealing with different forms of 

violence involving children  

 

The following section examines children‟s beliefs about different types of abuse – 

how frequently they estimate that the different types occur in their communities, how bad or 

serious they consider each type to be, and who they think can help in each case. 

 

Peer bullying 

 

Children chose poverty as the reason that children are most often bullied (nearly 40% 

– see Table 5.28). Secondly, disability was chosen (around 25 per cent) though this could 

have been influenced by the picture of the disabled child being bullied. Fewer than 10% 

chose gender, ethnicity or religious belief as a cause of being bullied.   

 

Table 5.28: Why are children bullied by other children? (Closed-question) 

Reasons Boys Girls 

Poverty (n=975) 38.1% 41.4% 

Disability (n=622) 24.4%  26.2% 

Gender (n=190) 6.8% 8.7% 

Ethnicity (n=146) 6.1% 5.8% 

Religious belief (n= 32) 6.1% 4.6% 

 

Most children (around 60 per cent) suggested that educating bullies was the most 

important strategy when helping children who have been bullied (Table 5.29). Other 

strategies, significant but with far less support included emotional support, dealing with 

bullies though local authorities, providing some physical support to the victim or their 
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family. Some children said that the bully‟s parents need to be informed, children need to be 

reconciled and school regulations need to be created and implemented. 

 

Table 5.29: How can children who have been bullied be helped? (Open-ended 
question) 
 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Educate bullies 58.4% 62.1% 

b) Emotional support to bullied 11.0% 13.3% 

c) Dealing with bullies through local authorities 

(inform police, commune leader and NGOs to 

take action)  

11.9% 9.7% 

d) Physical support to victim/victim‟s family 

(provide money, materials) 

9.7% 7.2% 

e) Inform bully‟s parents or relatives to intervene 8.6% 7.2% 

f) Reconcile the bullies and bullied 4.1% 4.8% 

g) Enforce the law and create more school rules 0.6% 0.1% 

 

When children were asked to consider strategies to deal with bullies (Table 5.30) 

they primarily suggested advice about what not to do (around 70 per cent of children). 

Around 20 per cent of children also suggested giving positive advice and around 15 per cent 

to involve the local authorities. Fewer than 5 per cent of children described prevention and 

informing the bully‟s relatives.   

 

Table 5.30: How can the bullies be helped? (Open-ended question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Advice to bullies about what not to do (not to 

harm another, not to break the law, not to 

discriminate or violate other‟s rights) 

69.6% 74.4% 

b) „Positive‟ advice to bullies (encourage, build 

their spirit, take care) 

18.6% 19.4% 

c). Deal with bullies through local authority 

(inform police, commune leader and NGOs to 

take action, send bullies to correction centre)  

15.5% 13.3% 

d) Bullying prevention (not allow anybody to 

harm children, and protecting the children) 

4.7% 4.6% 

e). Inform bully‟s parents and relatives to 

intervene 

3.9% 4.8% 

f). Enforce the law and create more school rules 0.2% 0% 
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When children were invited to suggest how bullying could be ended (Table 5.31) 

most children (around 72 per cent) suggested that bullies should be corrected, around 20 per 

cent more positive encouragement and a few suggested more protection of victims and 

enforcing the rules, informing the bullies parents and not allowing gangs into the school. 

 

Table 5.31: What can the school and community do to put an end to bullying 
of children? (Open-ended question)  

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Educate children about children‟s rights 61% 63.6% 

b) Protect children from harm 20.7% 18.5% 

c) Enforce the law/rules 8.5% 5.8% 

d) Arrest/prosecute bullies 4.1% 5.1% 

e) Punish bullies 3.8% 4.6% 

f) Inform bullies‟ parent 3.4% 3% 

g) Not allow gangs to enter school 1.4% 1% 

 

Physical punishment at home 

When children were asked how children being physically punished could be helped 

(Table 5.32) nearly 40 per cent of children said to educate the parents or abusers compared 

to around 25 per cent who suggested educating the child. A smaller number of children 

suggested some creative ideas such as creating law, dealing with the perpetrator through 

authorities, emotional and physical support and public awareness. 

 

Table 5.32: How can children (who have experienced parental physical 
punishment) be helped? (Open-ended question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Education of the parents/abuser 37.9% 39.5% 

b) Education of the children 25.5% 25.3% 

c) Prevent further violation to children/make law to 

protect children 
13.8% 11.9% 

d) Dealing with the perpetrator: (authority, police / 

law/courts/prison/punish/intervention) 
10.2% 5.2% 

e) Physical support (money, care) 7.4% 7.3% 

f) Emotional support, encouragement 

(Encourage/motivate/support the children) 
5.5% 7.7% 

g) Public awareness (education of public) 3.8% 4.3% 

h) Inform the NGOs 0.5% 0.1% 

 



 164 

When children were asked how parents could be helped (Table 5.33), most (65 per 

cent) suggested educating parents and fewer (14 per cent) preventing further abuse. Other 

creative suggestions were physical support of parents, dealing with the perpetrator and 

educating children.   

 

Table 5.33: How can parents who beat their children be helped? (Open-ended 
question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Education of the parents (about child‟s rights, 

law, family reputation, to be responsible, to love 

their children) 

64.6% 66.0% 

b) Prevention of further abuse 13.6% 15.2% 

c) Support the parent (Provide vocational training) 6.4% 6.9% 

d) Dealing with parents: involving police/law/ 

punish/village leader 

6.4% 4.5% 

e) Education of the children (to help their parents) 3.0% 4.3% 

 

Physical punishment at school 

 

Table 5.34: When should a teacher beat a child? (Closed question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Student does not listen to teacher  39.7%(502) 42.0%(530) 

b) Lazy student 34.5%(436) 35.2%(444) 

c) Student disturbs other students 26.1%(330) 24.0%(303) 

d) Student comes late to class 10.1%(128) 8.6%(109) 

e) Student who is not clever  7.0%(88) 5.2%(66) 

 

The question was not asked when a teacher does beat a child only when they should 

beat a child in order to find out whether children felt if there were instances when it was 

appropriate to beat a child. Table 5.34 indicates that a higher number of children felt that 

physical punishment with students should be given to those who did not listen (40.8 per 

cent) or the lazy students (34.8 per cent) and fewer children felt it should be given to the 

students who disturbed other students (25.5 per cent) and even fewer for those late for class 

(9.3 per cent) or those who were not clever (6.1 per cent). 
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Table 5.35:  What kind of punishment does vs. should the teacher use?  

Kinds of punishment  

(closed question but more  

than one response possible) 

What punishment teacher 

does use? 

What punishment teacher 

should use? 

Girls Boys Girls Boys 

Beat with cane 43.3% (289) 50.6%(320) 16.7%(110)  23.1%(147) 

Beat with hand 23.1%(154) 31.3%(198) 15.2%(100) 20.8%(132)  

Tell the children about 

their mistake 

87.1%( 581) 89.7%(504) 92.9%(613) 89.8%(570)  

 

It is of interest that children admit that teachers primarily use verbal advice when 

disciplining children. However, children also appear to be saying that teachers use a cane 

more than they use a hand when beating the children. It is interesting to compare what 

children say the teacher does use with what they think they should use (Table 5.35). The 

majority of children say that teachers both do and should use verbal punishment but over 20 

per cent of children think children should be beaten with hands and/or sticks. 

 

In Table 5.35, the questions were closed. In the following table the questions were 

Open-ended. Table 5.36 illustrates that fewer than three per cent suggest physical 

punishment compared to around 15 to 20 per cent suggesting a cane or hand in the question 

above. In addition, some children suggested unpleasant tasks or chores (nine per cent) and 

most children suggested a number of other strategies not suggested above including positive 

advice (87 per cent).  

Table 5.36: How can teachers correct a disobedient student? (Open-ended 
question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Positive advice: Study hard/to behave well/ 

realise mistake/provide example 
86.9% 86.9% 

a) b) Punish by unpleasant task: cleaning toilet, 

cleaning classroom, standing in sun, running 

around school 

10.1% 8.5% 

b) c) Inform parent/guardian about the child 9.7% 8.4% 

c) d) Motivation: Encourage to do school 

work/household work 
5.7% 7.6% 

e) Punish using physical punishment: beat 

with stick, hand, feet /pulling ear/kneel 
3.4% 1.8% 

f) Punish by expelling from school 2.7% 2.3% 

g) Create and/or enforce the school rules/law 

for disobedient children to behave  
1.7% 1.1% 
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Child sexual abuse and rape 

 

Table 5.37: Which type of child is raped? 

 

 

 

 

 

Nearly all the children (93.8 per cent of girls and 92.8 per cent of boys) said that girls 

only were raped and only 6.7 per cent of boys and 5.7 per cent of girls said that rape can 

happen to both girls and boys (Table 5.37) 

 

Table 5.38: What happens to children after they have been raped? (Open-
ended question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Weakness/not healthy/thin 38.9% 45.7% 

b) Afraid/fear/frightened/scared/nervous 38.2% 37.4% 

c) Ashamed/shy/regret/weep/cry/feelings hurt/sad 35.9% 37.1% 

d) Hopeless/bad future/lost future 12.8% 17.5% 

e) Suicidal 12.1% 10.8% 

f)  Loss of virginity 6.6% 9.1% 

g) Pregnancy 6.1% 4.4% 

h) Experience discrimination 5.2% 5.0% 

j) HIV/AIDS 3.5% 2.0% 

k) Prostitute/taxi girl  1.2% 1.6% 

 

Children‟s responses to what happened to children after being raped (Table 5.38) 

focused on physical weakness (39 per cent of girls and 46 per cent of boys) and then 

emotional consequences divided between those related to fearfulness (37 to 38 per cent of  

children) and shame/regret (36 to 37 per cent of children). 17.5 per cent of girls and 13 per 

cent of boys also understood the effect on the future. Some children felt it could lead to 

suicide and several mentioned loss of virginity, pregnancy, HIV/AIDS, becoming a 

prostitute and experiencing discrimination. 

 

 

 
Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

Both Boy and 

Girl 
n=80   6.7% 5.7% 

Boy only n=6  0.5% 0.5% 

Girl only n=1204 92.8% 93.8% 
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Table 5.39: How can children be helped after they have been raped? (Open-
ended question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Dealing with the perpetrator – police/law/courts/prison 49.8% 48.9% 

b) Emotional support - encourage/support child  25.0% 31.9% 

c) Doctor 11.7% 14.9% 

d) Education of victim 10.6% 11.6% 

e) Education of perpetrator 8.3% 10.1% 

f) Protection from further abuse 8.9% 7.6% 

g) Physical support – money 4.2% 4.5% 

h) Marriage 0.6% 0.6% 

 

Although only 0.6 per cent of children said that the way to help children who were 

raped was to marry them (Table 5.39), a third of children said that a child who is raped 

could never get married (Table 5.40). This was asked because it came out in the early focus 

groups.  

 

Table 5.40: Can a child who is raped ever get married? 

 Boys Girls 

NO n = 321  32.1% 34.0% 

YES n = 850 67.9% 66.0% 

 

Table 5.41: How can child rape be prevented? (Open-ended question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Legal measures: advocacy and enforcement by authority, police, 

judge and/or court, involve human rights‟ organisation. 

23.8% 21.9% 

b) Punishment of perpetrators: arrest and imprison  21.1% 21.3% 

c) Using media/public awareness 15.6% 16.8% 

d) Education of perpetrator 14.2% 15.4% 

e) Advice to children: education and explanation  13.1% 14.9% 

f) Close/ban-bars/karaoke/brothel/drug/pornography/anything related 

to sex trade 

8.6% 8.5% 

g) Advice to parents 3.4% 5.6% 

h) Addressing poverty  0.8% 1.0% 

 

A significant number of children (22 per cent) considered that strengthening the law 

and dealing with the perpetrators (21 per cent) including keeping them in jail away from 

other potential victims was vital to prevent rape (Table 5.41). They also understood the 
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importance of educating perpetrators (15 per cent), the public through media (16 per cent) 

and children (14 per cent). A small group of children also understood the importance of 

advice for parents, and some children also linked rape to what they saw as the underlying 

root causes: brothels, pornography, karaoke bars and dealing with poverty.  

 

Selling of children 

Around a third of the children considered that public awareness was important to 

help children who had been sold and around the same number felt that dealing with the 

seller through the local authority was key (Table 5.42). Other ideas were rescuing the sold 

child (23 per cent), and then a small number of children also considered physical support for 

children, emotional support for the victim, educating children and strengthening the law.  

 

Table 5.42: How can children (who have been trafficked) be helped? (Open-
ended question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Raising public awareness 35.4% 32.0% 

b) Deal with trafficker (report/inform to police, 

village chief and local authority to arrest the 

traffickers, to apprehend and prosecute) 

30.7% 32.9% 

c) Rescue the trafficked child 23.0% 23.2% 

d) Close brothel/end trafficking, eliminate sexual 

trade 

14.4% 14.3% 

e) Physical support to victim (materials, money and 

medical) 

5.8% 4.8% 

f) Emotional support to victim 4.2% 4.5% 

g) Educate children 3.3% 5.5% 

h) Strengthen and enforce the law 0.5% 1.3% 

 

Youth violence against adults 

When children were asked why teenagers rob adults with violence (Table 5.43) the 

reason most often given was that they need money or want money (44 per cent). After that, 

many children (23 per cent) recognised that drug and alcohol addiction was important. Some 

children also suggested that it was criminal behaviour (17 per cent). A smaller number (10 

per cent) felt that it was due to not having a family or no support from family or being 

expelled from home. A similar number (nine per cent) related the robbery to sexual abuse by 

the youth. A small number understood that it was related to gambling (four per cent), 

animosity with the victim (two per cent) and no job (one per cent).  
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Table 5.43: Why do teenagers rob adults with violence? (Open-ended 
question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Need/want money  43.3% 44.4% 

b) Drugs/alcohol addicted  22.1% 24.4% 

c) Criminal behaviour/vicious /commit crime for fun 16.4% 17.6% 

d) No family/expelled from home/no support from 

parent 

10.8% 8.6% 

e) Want to have sex with victim/girl 10.2% 8.5% 

f) Result of gambling 3.9% 3.9% 

g) Animosity with victim 1.3% 2.4% 

h) No job/lazy to work 1.7% 1.3% 

 

When children were asked how teenagers (involved in violence against adults) could 

be helped (Table 5.44), children once again emphasised the importance of positive advice to 

teenagers (51 per cent) and fewer on what they shouldn‟t do (38 per cent). There was 

recognition of the importance of authorities dealing with gang members (18 per cent). A few 

children also suggested counselling, educating parents of gang members, strengthening the 

law and eliminating drug and weapon use.  

 

Table 5.44: How can teenagers involved in violence against adults be helped? 
(Open-ended question) 

 Boys 

(n=639) 
Girls 

(n=671) 

a) Advice to teenagers (encourage them not to re-

offend, to think about their future, not to gamble or 

do drugs, to obey the law and to get a good 

education) 

90.9% 88.9% 

b) Deal with gang members (report to police, 

apprehend, prosecute, arrest, send them to jail and 

punish) 

17.4% 20.3% 

c) Send them to a counselling centre 3.3% 4.3% 

d) Educate gang members‟ parents (to take care and 

good control of their children) 

0.6% 1% 

e) Support gang members‟ family 0.6% 0.7% 

f) Strengthen and enforce the law 0.3% 0.4% 

g) Eliminate drugs and weapon use 0% 0.3% 
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Chapter 6 

 

 

Qualitative Results 
 

Children’s Responses  

The previous chapter presented the statistical results of a large sample questionnaire 

survey of school children throughout Cambodia. This chapter explores some of the 

responses to the Open-ended questions in that survey but draws data mainly from a series of 

focus groups with children in seven different communities. These focus groups used role 

play based on visual prompts described in Chapter 4. The chapter also presents responses 

from focus groups of adults in three of the same communities. Children were selected from 

seven communities: 

a) An urban slum community in Chak Angre Leu, Phnom Penh city.  

b) A rural community in Kampot Province.  

c) A provincial town community in Kampong Cham Province.  

d) A tribal area in Ratanak Kiri Province.  

e) A border town on the Thai-Cambodia border - Pailin.  

f) A border town on the Vietnam-Cambodian border - Svay Rieng.  

g) An ethnically Vietnamese group of children from an area at high risk of trafficking 

on the outskirts of Phnom Penh.   

 

Although the children‟s responses from the different focus groups differed and it 

might have been useful to have identified these differences, the results cannot provide 

definitive responses that represent any of those groups. More research would be required 

with each group. However, it should be noted that the rural group was made up partly of 

children with disabilities and several of these contributed significantly to the discussion on 

bullying (note visual prompt used, Figure 4.3, picture 5). Similarly, the ethnically 

Vietnamese group who were at high risk of sexual exploitation seemed to have thought a lot 

about the issues of sexual abuse and trafficking more than the other focus groups.   

   

The intention is to preserve the integrity of children‟s own voices and to explore 

patterns of responses. Many of the Open-ended questions were coded into percentages and 
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these results can be found in the previous chapter, but the focus in this section is therefore 

on what children said rather than on the exact numbers of who said what. Many children 

gave quick short responses but a small but significant group of children gave carefully 

considered responses. Both types are useful but space to record them here is limited so I 

have tended to select responses that represent several ideas that children have expressed. 

These are written in quotations interspersed with some commentary. Different types of 

violence involving children are explored including children‟s understanding of causes, 

consequences and intervention. 

 

Children’s responses: peer bullying 

Causes 

Children said bullying occurred because of discrimination of various kinds. This 

might be based on poverty, (evident if a child was „not properly dressed‟), ethnicity („Khmer 

children bully Vietnamese children and some Cham (Muslim) children bully Khmer 

children‟), disability („They don‟t want to look at the children [injured] by a landmine‟), or 

the fact that a children‟s parents had HIV/AIDS.  

 

Some children attributed bullying to the victim being „too passive‟. Others were 

considered „weak in their studies‟; this might be because of „foolish brains‟ (learning 

difficulties) or simply being „lazy‟. Others conversely put the responsibility on the bully, 

„some children (have) bad characters and they want to do bad things to other children.‟  

 

One disabled child described how „every day …someone shouts at me.‟ „What do 

you go to school for?‟ and how even some teachers added, „What do you study for?‟  

Conversely, others encouraged him to study hard.  

 

Consequences  

Children recognised that bullying was not only physical but involved humiliation as 

well; „They are threatened and beaten by hand and (kicked) by feet. They are bullied and 

when they fall down others also laugh at them.‟ 
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When children were asked in the questionnaire if they were aware of other violence 

not already mentioned in the survey, responses included an older brother threatening his 

sibling for money and a bully fighting a child outside a school because of drug addiction.  

 

The survey did not specifically ask children what were the consequences of being 

bullied, but one child described the psychological effects; „bullying will affect the victim's 

mental state of mind. For instance, they are afraid of going to school, afraid of talking and 

afraid to play with anyone.‟ When asked about dealing with the bully, one child said that 

they should be told „not to sexually abuse younger children‟ implying a link between the two 

areas (see Figure 6.1).  

 

Intervention 

In the focus groups, children focused intervention efforts on educating child bullies, 

„remind them they should not look down on other people.‟ This was seen as the 

responsibility of peers and teachers. Children felt that teachers should encourage children to 

„study hard‟, „be united‟ and „be a good example‟. When asked if the bully would apologise 

as portrayed in one of the focus group role plays, the responses were mixed, „Yes, they are 

proud to‟, others said „they don‟t‟ and others „it happens sometimes.‟  

 

Others felt teachers would discipline the children using violence and other 

punishments, „the teacher will beat [the bullies], make them clean the school area, stand on 

one leg, clean the toilet or kneel down on the [spiky] skin of the durian fruit.‟ Some felt the 

only solution was to „beat [the bullies], take them to the school director or stop them from 

learning in school‟ (see Figure 6.1). 

 

Some children also felt that improving access to resources might improve the 

situation, e.g. „help support with money and training materials at the school because they 

lack resources.‟  

 

Most children described the importance of educating the bullies such as „by advising 

those bully children to do positive things and to respect everyone equally‟, followed by 

emotional support to the child who was bullied, „by motivating the bullied children to have 
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confidence and by supporting them with many positive ways.‟ Children recognised their 

responsibility to report bullying if they saw it but were also afraid „because if they tell the 

teacher, those bad children will beat them up again.‟  

   

Some responses put the onus on the child to avoid the bullies, but conversely others 

suggested dealing with the bullies through external authorities, e.g. „child victims can be 

helped by asking the village leader or police for assistance.‟ Some children felt that the 

police using violence themselves was acceptable, „by involving the police to arrest the bully 

children and advise them not to do any wrongful act again, and to beat them a little bit‟ (see 

Figure 6.1). 

 

Some children emphasised the importance of equality and non-discrimination and 

encouraged children to forgive each other and be reconciled, e.g. „by advising them to 

forgive each other and for them to treat each other as equally as possible‟ as well as the 

importance of creating and enforcing school rules, especially those dealing with drugs, „help 

victim children by creating and enforcing strict rules to prevent violence and abuse of 

children.‟ 

 

When asked in the survey how the bullies themselves could be helped the responses 

were predominantly what bullies should not do, e.g. „not to threaten or harm any innocent 

children‟ but also an understanding of equity, „not to discriminate [against] anyone because 

they are also human beings‟ and some children suggested positive ways of dealing with the 

bully, „by talking to the bully with positive words … and for them to love and respect 

everyone equally.‟                                                                                                                   

 

A theme was also for children to keep away from other children who might influence 

them negatively, „by advising the children not to associate with any bad person, because 

they will mislead them into doing negative activities such as harming other people, 

threatening people for money, and getting into arguments.‟ 

 

It was felt that the bullies should be dealt with by informing the parents and 

involving the authority using ‘intimidation‟ where necessary‟, „by apprehending the bullied 
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children and intimidating them to stop harming other people again.‟ Once again violence is 

considered the solution (see Figure 6.1). 

   

One response indicated an understanding of the importance of an appropriate larger 

infrastructure, „by reporting to the MOEYS to enforce a strict rule upon all the schools to 

end any threat or harm upon the children.‟ 

 

When children were asked what the school and community can do to put an end to 

bullying of children, the responses emphasised the importance of educating bullies and 

bullied children about children‟s rights and for children to „be united.‟ There was 

recognition of peer support and of adults and older children protecting younger children, e.g. 

„bullying can be prevented by having an authority figure or a group of teenagers around for 

security in the schools, villages and communities.‟ 

 

Children felt that the school or community must not permit „any threatening 

behaviour at all‟ by „cooperating together‟ to end any harm or threat upon children and 

explaining to people that „threatening is against the law.‟ Children saw the usefulness of 

having a child rights‟ agency „to protect the children's rights from being harmed or 

threatened and taking the bullied children there for help.‟ This question gave more responses 

that involved creating and enforcing the law including the use of „prohibiting signs on the 

wall of the school.‟ 

 

The way bullies were to be disciplined varied from „informing parents‟, 

„counselling‟, „not permitting them to attend school for 1 to 3 days‟, even „prison.‟ One 

response was that bullies „needed disciplining whether their family had power or not.‟  

This indicates a good understanding of equity for some children. Another response involved 

the school head in „not allowing gangs to come into the school‟ and emphasised the 

importance of „preventing gambling and drugs‟ in the school.  
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Children’s responses: physical punishment at home 

 

In the survey and focus groups, it was not thought to be appropriate to ask children 

what types of instruments were used to beat them as this might have created more anxiety on 

recall if they had experienced it themselves but some children nevertheless referred to it in 

their descriptions such as „hit with a stick‟, „twist the thigh‟, „kick‟, and „pulling her 

daughter‟s hair.‟  

 

In one focus group, when asked what type of discipline they thought was serious, the 

response illustrated the severe types of abuse that occurs, „beating with stick, broken head, 

using knife, hitting or kicking strongly with an arm or leg, or beating with alcohol bottle, all 

these type of beating can be counted as a serious violation.‟ Alternatives to physical 

punishment that were described in the survey included „stay at home, clean up plates, wash 

the clothes, cooking.‟ Children admitted that using violence against children happened less 

as they got older because they might fight back. 

 

Children’s perceptions of whether it is right or wrong for adults to beat children 

When asked if parents have the right to beat their children, children in focus groups 

said: „Yes, they should because the children make the mistake and make them angry.‟ One 

used the Khmer proverb, „Yes, because they have more knowledge than us, they have seen 

the sunlight before us. They have seen the world before us‟ and „they have known us since 

we were very young,‟ implying they would act in the child‟s best interests. In one 

discussion, children mentioned the obligation or reciprocity that children have towards their 

parents „we have a reciprocal obligation to them.‟ Reciprocal obligation of children towards 

their parents appears to give parents rights over their children‟s integrity.  When children 

were asked if the parents ever make a „mistake‟, they admitted that they did and when asked 

who would beat them they responded (in jest), „The grandparents should beat them! The 

grandparents will correct them!‟  While this demonstrated children‟s ability to use humour in 

a difficult situation, it highlights how normal it is for adults to hit children but not adults 

(except husbands hitting wives).    
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When asked when parents should use a stick, the response was „when the children 

does something wrong, such as fighting with other children‟ or „when we don‟t do the work 

in the house that the parents ask us to do‟ and  „gambling, children going out too much, 

doing bad things.‟ When asked what kind of punishment parents should use, the children 

suggested first working in the house and then, if they didn‟t help, the parents should beat 

them, once again resorting to violence as a solution. However, when asked whether a 

beating would help children, the response was mixed. 

   

This research did not look at how domestic violence between parents can also affect 

children but one articulate response focused on affects of family violence on family, 

children and even property, „It is very serious. It causes the family to separate. It causes 

children to hate their parents. At the separation, the husband and wife are fighting to possess 

the children. It may cause damage of the family property. So in conclusion, domestic 

violence is very serious.‟ This response minimises the physical consequences on the child 

and explores much wider ramifications. 

 

Intervention 

 When asked what children could do to prevent them being beaten, children often put 

the responsibility on themselves. Children‟s perception of their responsibility was that they 

felt that they shouldn‟t have „made the mistake‟ or „got angry.‟ Children felt that the first 

response should be to ‘sampeah’ and „beg‟ and even if it was clearly not their fault they 

should „beg not to be beaten.‟   

 

However, some children felt that they could influence their parents for the better if 

they pleaded with them to change. „Children can educate the parents, for example, if the 

father is drinking…we can tell him to please stop doing so; „you should think about our 

future, you must take care of your health.‟ „We can educate him in a way by begging him to 

change.‟ Some children felt that children could explain to them that they shouldn‟t beat them 

if the child „didn‟t make the mistake.‟  

 

Children‟s perception of adult‟s responsibility was primarily that „parents should 

love each other. They should love their children.‟ Some children saw discipline situated in 
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the context of a loving responsible family; „The adults should understand each other. They 

must know their responsibilities, for example, the husband should know what to do for the 

family. They should avoid quarrelling in the family. The husband as the head of the family 

should earn money for the wife and the family. He should not keep asking the money from 

the wife, and beat her when she has no money.‟  

 

Children understood the important role alcohol plays in violence in the home and 

also suggested the brothels indicating perhaps, that husbands visits to the brothel caused 

arguments that led to violence, „if the father drinks alcohol, he must drink a volume that he 

can control. He should not drink until he loses consciousness and then beat the children.‟ 

When asked why adults turn to alcohol the children described the root causes, „They are sad, 

worried, unable to achieve their plans, marriage is broken, broken heart, lover not pleased 

with them, have problem with family, get divorced.‟ „When they are sad they drink and it 

makes them not feel so sad anymore and helps to relax their stress from something and this 

is the reason that they become addicted to alcohol.‟  

 

Children suggested the responsibility of the neighbours/community leaders in 

dealing with this problem. Children felt that neighbours and the commune chief could 

support them not to drink alcohol, perhaps start a new life and to stop beating the children.  

Others felt the responsibility was outside the community and home, e.g. government 

department. Some children suggested, „Alcohol (should be) banned and selling alcohol 

stopped,‟ others that brothels should be closed but when asked if this was possible to ban the 

sale of alcohol, the children said it was „impossible, because we can‟t stop them, but the 

Minister can do so. We are the simple people, we can‟t do it.‟ However, children also 

understood that alcohol could not always be blamed for violence; „The parents beat the 

children when they are drunk and they also beat them when they are not drunk.‟   
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Children’s responses: physical punishment at school 

 

Types of punishment which children said are used: 

According to children in focus groups and in the questionnaire survey in the other 

punishments section of the survey question, „What kind of punishment do teachers use?‟ 

a range of methods were described as being used by teachers to physically punish children; 

using implements such as a „stick‟, „book‟, „belt‟, „iron saw‟ to beat the child or „throwing 

the thing in their hand.‟ Other punishments described target a particular part of the body 

such as the ear: „using a clothes peg to pin the ear of the student‟, „twisting their ear‟, 

„pulling them up by their ears‟; hair: „twisting/pulling the hair‟; head: „banging the head 

against the wall‟, „pushing and holding the head to the wall/white board‟; armpits: „pinching 

the armpit‟; or knees: „asking children to stand on one leg or to kneel down for long periods 

sometimes using the [spiky] durian fruit.‟ Alternative punishments included asking the child 

to run around the school or getting them to stand in the hot sun for 30 minutes to an hour. 

Some punishments involved more practical chores such as giving them „more homework‟, 

„copying ten lessons‟, „cleaning the toilets‟, „picking up rubbish‟, „watering the flowers‟ and 

„fetching water to put into the water jars or bathroom.‟ 

 

Several methods which may have been intended to have a more intimidating 

emotional impact included the teacher „cutting the nails or hair of the child‟ if they consider 

them to be too long, making the child „stand in front of the blackboard‟ or „outside the 

classroom at the flag-pole‟ for long periods, getting the child to „admit their mistakes in 

front of the class‟, „writing a letter to their parents‟ or „singing in front of the class.‟   

 

Types of punishment that children thought should be used 

When children were asked in the survey what other forms of punishment teachers 

should use, children usually emphasised the importance of giving advice: „all students are 

never perfect, so please give advice‟, „beat by word‟ and „use a peaceful way‟…perhaps 

taking heed of Buddhist principles. However, in contrast, a few still emphasised violence: 

„pinch‟, „pinch ear‟ though this could be tempered such as „beat softly‟. 
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Although comparatively rarely and not specifically requested, one child described 

youth violence against adults, „The student fights with the teacher‟; another „The teenagers 

threaten the teacher.‟  

 

Causes 

When asked whether it happened in their schools as pictured, the children in all the 

focus groups said it did, e.g. „Yes, very often, when we make the mistake.‟ When asked why 

they were beaten they said a variety of answers: related to school regulations „because the 

children are very naughty‟, „because the students disobey school regulations‟, „they don‟t do 

school or homework‟, „they make a lot of noise‟/ „are not quiet‟; teacher-child relations: 

„they have bad manners or play during study/teaching time‟, „they disturb the teacher‟; or  

peer relations:  „they beat other students‟ or „are fighting.‟ 

 

Other causes mixed in with the children‟s lists of reasons children were punished 

included situations which the children may not have been able to control, such as their 

intelligence in a context where education is erratic, „they make lots of mistakes‟, „they don‟t 

remember their lesson‟, „they do their homework incorrectly‟ and „they are not so clever‟; 

and geographical distance from the school or workload in the home, „the house is far from 

the school so they are late‟; or poverty, „the student doesn‟t dress properly‟ which may be 

due to cost and was described as being a reason why children didn‟t attend school, i.e. 

because the parents couldn‟t afford the school uniform.  

 

When children were asked other reasons children should be beaten some mentioned 

specific actions to which punishment would be expected: related to school rules, „they 

disobey the school rules‟, „they don‟t go to school or avoid class lessons – absent without 

permission‟, „they don‟t sing the national anthem‟;  and some specifically related to teacher 

child interaction: „the teacher says the same thing over and over again and they do not 

listen‟, „they are not afraid of the teacher‟, „they look down on the teacher‟ and „they are 

impolite.‟ Other situations in which punishment was expected was related to peers: 

„arguing/fighting‟, „bullying or mocking others‟, „children who steal from other children.‟ 
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Consequences 

Children had mixed opinions about whether they thought it was right or wrong but 

they seemed to agree that teachers have the „right’ to beat children. The groups had lively 

discussions about the merits and de-merits of teachers using violence, „Yes, if I am doing 

wrong I would prefer the teacher to hit me,‟ conversely „No, the teacher should ask me to 

clean the rubbish or classroom or kneel down‟, „they should not beat them all, just the lazy 

ones‟ which implies violence acceptable but in certain circumstances
 
. When asked if 

teachers differentiated between those who were lazy and those who were not clever, some 

said they did, others said „sometimes.‟  

 

Students said „teachers should ask for the reason first and then beat later, or talk first 

and if the student still doesn‟t listen, beat later,‟ perhaps implying that teachers usually beat 

first and then ask questions later, e.g. „the teacher should not „throw their anger‟ on the 

student without reason.‟ A common theme for correcting the disobedient student was, „the 

teacher should give more explanation‟ and „more homework.‟ When asked if a beating 

would benefit the child, some children said it „could help the child,‟ others said they would 

„stay the same as before.‟ Others said they would „get worse than before because they would 

lose hope and get discouraged.‟   

 

When asked what happens if a teacher makes a mistake and who should beat them, 

the children smiled and said, „Nobody would beat them…because teachers have more rights 

than the child, because the teacher is a second parent and so has the right to beat students.‟ 

This is consistent with the Khmer proverb, „When I give my child to the teacher, all I ask in 

return is their eyes and their bones.‟ 

 

Although children were mixed about whether it should be used, the following 

response gives an understanding of some of the serious consequences, „The teacher should 

not use a stick because it is very painful and the students didn't get any knowledge like this‟ 

and „The beating may also lead to loss of memory. Our head is very important. It may cause 

a severe impact when our head is pushed against the blackboard.‟ Significantly, some 

children saw no benefit of being beaten, „beating cannot make them any better.‟  

 



 181 

Intervention 

When asked how physical punishment might be prevented, children were initially 

more concerned with what the children needed to do, rather than considering the possibility 

that the teacher could be disciplined.  The child‟s responsibility was to regain face with the 

teacher, „cry and say sorry to the teacher, promise not to do this again and do what the 

teacher says‟ and „plead with the teacher not to beat them anymore.‟ Some responses of 

children appeared to put the responsibility of redeeming the situation entirely on the child, 

„this beating …reminds me not to go to school late again, by asking the neighbour who has a 

bicycle or motorbike to take me in order to get to school on time‟ and „I acknowledge that it 

was my fault, so I don‟t care whether the teacher beats or punishes me or orders me to run 

around the school building because the main reason is that I want to study. I agree to all that 

discipline [I receive] because it was my fault.‟ Children understood the importance of peer 

support - to „be united among the class and help each other‟. Another suggestion was „the 

smart students need to help to teach the weak students.‟  

 

One group of children said, „Some teachers have a good attitude, others bad. As 

students we need to tell the school director and ask him to help to solve the problems.‟ 

Alternatively, the suggestion was to „tell the parents, ask to change the teacher or change the 

student to another classroom.‟ Finally, „ask the parents to write a letter to the school 

director.‟ The school director would then „provide education and give instructions to the bad 

teacher to know what is right and what is wrong.‟ When asking children about teachers 

being disciplined, the children did not appear convinced this occurred very often but one 

response was, „the Director will ask the teacher to give advice and not to commit this 

mistake again.‟ 

Children’s responses: child sexual abuse and rape 

 

The victim and the perpetrator 

In four of the seven focus groups, children said that rape did not happen much in 

their community. In the urban focus group, children said it didn‟t happen in their area but 

they had heard about it on the TV, radio, newspaper and magazine. As one would expect, 

TV and newspapers are more accessible in cities than rural areas, although radio is heard 
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throughout Cambodia. With increasing availability of information on topics of relevance to 

this research, children‟s understandings may have been influenced by this information. In 

another group, they also mentioned they had heard about it on the radio. In one focus group, 

the children said that rape happens to children around 15 to 17 years and that it never 

happened to boys, only the girls. This understanding of boys not being raped was repeated 

by several groups, which is why a question about which gender was raped, was included in 

the questionnaires. This indicates how taboo it is for boys to discuss this in public. When 

asked who did the rape, children in one province said „neighbours, uncles.‟ One group said 

they heard of a policeman who had raped a child and of a father who had raped a daughter 

resulting in a baby who was then sold by the mother.    

 

Consequences and responses to the victim of child rape 

When asked about what happens to the rape victim, all groups, except one, had 

suggestions. When compared to other children, the raped child „didn‟t want to eat‟, was 

„weak, about to collapse‟ and „not happy‟, „upset‟, „suicidal.‟ They „can become crazy‟, are 

„nervous‟ and they „lose hope.‟ Children stressed the importance of peer support; „we must 

encourage her to not get upset because after the incident she may be very sad, very 

frightened and nervous and these factors may lead her to commit suicide. So we must 

encourage her to continue to live.‟ Children said girls who were raped were „isolated‟, 

perhaps because people in the community „look down on her.‟ „They don‟t want to talk to 

her, they don‟t want to make friends with her.‟ This could be because they consider her to be 

„impure because they thought she had received money for it.‟ This indicates antagonism 

towards girls who choose to have sex before marriage and especially towards prostitutes. 

Also they might be „afraid she has HIV/AIDS that can spread to them.‟ Alternatively, some 

children felt people would „feel pity and look down on her.‟  

 

Most children in one group agreed that the girl who has been raped should not get 

married „…because [people] hate the girl who has been raped‟ or „…because she has lost her 

virginity and doesn‟t have the right for someone to love her. Everywhere she goes people 

will hate her.‟ It is significant here that those children consider that love is also a right. It is 

also of interest that one girl said „Yes, they have the same right as everyone else‟ indicating 

a sense of equity. In one focus group, the group agreed the victim must marry the 
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perpetrator, „she must put a complaint forward that he must marry her.‟ Alternatively, she 

should „ask for a lot of money from him‟ in compensation or „ask him to be responsible for 

her life until death.‟ Others emphasised the uncompromising nature of virginity: „in the 

future she must stay unmarried forever‟ because „others will only consider marrying the 

virgin girl only.‟  

Indeed in the focus groups most children seemed to think that marriage was the solution if at 

all possible:  

„if the culprit is an outsider, then they must complain to the authority to punish or 

prosecute according to the law, but if the rapist is someone who lives in the same 

community, they may complain to the authority but the ways of solving this problem 

are that they may punish him, he must pay a fine, or they must negotiate towards 

marrying the victim.‟ 

This also appears to indicate one rule for local people and another for outsiders.  

 

Consequences of rape for the perpetrator 

Children were very clear about how they thought the child rapist should be dealt 

with. They felt the rapist should be arrested and prosecuted according to the law, „put them 

in jail for 3 to 10 years‟, but some knew of some perpetrators who stayed outside the prison 

by using bribes. Other solutions included the death penalty and „cutting off his penis.‟ When 

asked what should happen to a father or stepfather that raped his own child, there were two 

responses: one emphasising what they felt should happen, „if this case has happened and the 

mother was aware about that, she should go to complain to the authority to deal with the 

father‟; the other the difficulties of doing so, „she would not know how to deal with this 

problem.‟ Children agreed that even if he had helped his daughter or stepdaughter a lot then, 

in this incident, he would not have the right of reciprocal obligation, indicating that the 

limitations of reciprocal obligation were understood by some children. 

 

If seeing a child being raped, the witness „must go and tell the village chief so that 

they can deal with the problem‟ or „complain to the police…calling for help from the 

parents.‟  In one role play, the police came to rescue the child. They said afterwards that the 

people who saw the rape, neighbours or people in the village would „complain to the police 

and arrest and send the guy to jail for 5 to 10 years in prison.‟ When asked what to do if a 

child said she had been raped and the mother didn‟t believe her. The response was „she 

should complain to the village leader or police‟ who would „punish them according to the 
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law‟ emphasising that „rapists must go to jail.‟ In discussion about dealing with the 

perpetrator, one group said „some people change, some people don‟t‟ which is a challenge to 

more traditional fatalism that says change is not possible. The parents, relatives and their 

children were cited as those who might help them change. Children said religion could help 

by „providing the education, giving the advice, helping the bad people to change 

themselves.‟ 

 

Prevention 

When asked about what would prevent child rape from happening, many groups 

seem to only think about what could happen after the event but in discussion on how the 

situation could be prevented, children seemed to put the responsibility more onto the child. 

„She should stay away and play with [a friend] or her relative, not stay alone in the house‟ or 

„she should tell the mother not to leave her alone.‟ One child emphasised the importance of 

caution, „we must be clever, we should be careful at all times.‟ A girl should „not walk 

alone, or go out at night and should have good self-protection such as locking the door 

properly.‟ Although this emphasis is not unreasonable at first, it is not clear if the child is 

putting undue emphasis on their responsibility rather than the perpetrator. One suggested she 

should „have the knife for protection‟ and another emphasised to use it if necessary; „any 

[rapists], even her uncle, she should stab, because she needs to protect herself‟ which again 

suggests violence in response to violence
 
 (see Figure 6.1). This challenges family loyalties 

that children may feel they should have, even if families would support them in believing it.  

 

Fewer children put the responsibility on the adult protecting the child: „they can 

prevent the child from being raped by not allowing them to go out alone‟ but this suggestion 

may not be realistic with their work and domestic responsibilities. Other children 

emphasised the role of teachers: „the teacher should give instructions about these things by 

educating them about how to protect themselves and be cautious at all times‟, but when 

asked if they actually did, the response was mixed. They also believed that the 

perpetrator/potential perpetrator and public needed educating as well as the child. Most 

children‟s advice to peers was encouraging but some advice appeared to be patronising, e.g. 

they should work hard and avoid bad people. Some children labelled other children as „bad‟ 

which may be harmful to children who feel labelled in this way. 
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Children were aware of the use of media to educate the public and children and in 

creating demand, „we can prevent rape by educating people by video, radio, newspaper and 

magazine so that they all understand the negative impact of this unacceptable behaviour.‟ 

One group discussed the Government‟s responsibility, „the Government should declare 

through the TV and radio to stop all bad things like this.‟ When asked if this would work 

they said, „Some would work, some wouldn‟t but, then if someone knew any bad person 

they can complain to the police and the police will arrest them.‟ A clearer understanding of 

what was meant by „bad‟ is required. Another group described how media could conversely 

be used negatively: „Do not allow sales of obscene magazines, tapes or VCDs‟
58

 and 

suggested „there should be no more showing of pornography in coffee shops.‟  

 

Children appeared to understand that strengthening the law and dealing with the 

perpetrators including keeping them in jail was part of prevention. Some understood that 

corruption was potentially a problem, „They need to enforce the laws upon the rapist and 

make sure that justice is served and that corruption does not exist between the rapist and the 

law enforcement departments.‟ Some suggested child rape had broader causes that needed 

addressing by the Government, „They can prevent the children from being raped by stopping 

the trafficking of children and by eliminating the brothels‟ and „They can prevent rape by 

ending poverty.‟ 

 

Intervention 

When children were asked how they would help a child who had been raped, many 

appeared to be confident in the police to respond. They understood that rape is a criminal act 

and they had confidence in the police and legal system which „can help resolve the problems 

by arresting the rapist for committing the crime and breaking the law.‟ Some responses 

indicated that their feeling towards its seriousness varied, regarding legal responses, so that 

one suggested that „they need to report the incident regarding the children being raped to the 

authority [so they can] warn the rapist not to do it again or else they will pay fines‟ while 

another said that „the rapist must be detained in jail so justice can be served for the rape 

victim.‟ Another suggested that „the rapist needed to pay for any treatment for the child.‟  

 

                                                           
58 Video Computer Discs (VCDs) are a cheap form of DVDs widely available in Asia  
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Children understood the emotional effects the rape had on a child, something which 

may be overlooked by adults, and emphasised the responsibility of adults to encourage the 

child, „by building the confidence of the child and emphasising their value‟, „by motivating 

the victims not to think that they have no value to live in the community.‟ However, this 

response also suggested that they should „never speak of the raping incident again‟ which as 

well as psychological consequences also emphasises the way these incidents are covered up 

due to the negative social effects. Some children saw the combined team effort of parents, 

police, doctors or friends in helping the victim. 

Children’s responses: selling and trafficking of children 

 

Causes 

In the Open-ended survey question, „Why are children sold?‟ children‟s responses 

largely related to poverty, including the lack of money to buy even essentials. „Because of 

poverty and the need to feed the other children‟ and to escape debt, „some parents are so 

poor…they sold their children to pay their debts.‟ One response described the poverty cycle 

leading to the child being sold, „because the family are poor, [there is] no money to support 

the children's education, the father abuses alcohol, and the father is never home to care for 

their children which leads to hardship in the family, resulting in their children being sold.‟ 

Others saw the link between poverty and gambling and children being sold.                       

 

Many children also described parents being manipulated, tricked or forced by 

traffickers which they sometimes linked to little or no education, e.g. „because, [the parents] 

were manipulated into thinking [the children] will get a job to work in the clothing factory, 

but instead, they were sold.‟ Some children thought that parents‟ intention was not malicious 

but thought that their children would „have a future‟ or „end up happy‟ if they were sold. 

Some recognised the demand factor; that traffickers had a business with customers who 

required „servants and prostitutes‟ and were in it to make money but knew it was against the 

law. One response recognised that compliance followed previous abuse, „because the culprit 

harmed them before and now they accept being sold‟ (see Figure 6.1).                                                                                                                                                                                  
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Some suggested it was more than poverty that drove parents to sell their children. 

The response „[the parents were] greedy for money to buy a new car and so they sold their 

children‟ suggests that greed rather than poverty could be a driving factor. One child thought 

that they sold children because they were „probably angry.’
59

 

  

When asked why are children are being sold
60

 many responses included prostitution 

and many of these recognised that sometimes the children and parents are tricked into 

prostitution, „to work as a waitress in a restaurant or a maid but [really] prostitution.‟ Some 

children differentiated their response according to gender; „females to be prostitutes, the 

males to be builders or beggars.‟ Children often used „prostitutes‟, „servants‟, and „beggars‟ 

when asked what they were sold to.  Some children described disabled children being 

particularly vulnerable as they were „taken from their parents to beg for money in Vietnam, 

then whipped for not getting money.‟ Others described different forms of labour from work 

in coffee shops, bars and garment factories. Another described how a young baby was 

informally „adopted‟, „I knew one house that sold a six-month baby to someone else.‟ Other 

children‟s descriptions involved criminal behaviour, „to sell drugs for them‟, „to take the 

child‟s blood to sell to others‟, „because the purchasers want to cut (the child) open for the 

inside body parts.‟  

 

In the focus groups, children were unusually critical of both parents and traffickers, 

with some implying it was morally wrong, describing it as „disgusting‟ or  „a bad deed‟ 

because he or she „loves money‟ and  „the traffickers are selfish.‟ Others went as far as to 

say „some parents do not love their children‟, another referred to prejudice by step-parents, 

„some families are financially unstable, and their fathers have a second wife. They dislike 

the first wife's children, so they sold their children.‟ Neither parents nor traffickers, 

according to some children, appear to „care about the children's future‟ nor „consider the 

harm their children will go through.‟ In contrast, some children related it to the reciprocal 

obligation children have towards their parents, believing that, „children have no right to 

argue against their parents‟ or „oppose [their] parent‟s decision.‟  

 
                                                           
59

 This reminds me of an incident where our cook was upset because her husband had threatened to sell one of their 

children. This was not due to poverty – they both earned a relatively good wage but the cook said it was because he was 

angry with the child. 
60 It is difficult to know how much of this is influenced by media and how much is based on experience. 
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Some children understood root causes apart from poverty, including lack of 

„development‟. Others described lack of law, enforcement of law from police and ability of 

the Government, e.g. „laws are not strict in our society and there is a lot of corruption‟ and 

„the police are not doing a good job of enforcing the laws against child trafficking and 

trading.‟ Children made the connection between selling and sexual abuse and sexual 

exploitation (see Figure 6.1), e.g. „because the customers want to have sex with the children‟ 

and one gave a case study of: 

„A family who had no money sold the daughter to an American. The American 

attempted to rape her in a hotel but the police came in time and rescued her.‟ 

 

Those involved and how it happens 

Children suggested parents‟ involvement, „at school we heard about another child 

who was sold by their mother‟, „also other relatives such as an aunt, uncle, foster mother.‟ 

They also suggested that strangers could be involved, „city people come to rural areas and 

attempt to buy girls by telling their parents that they will take the girls to Phnom Penh to 

work in a garment factory…but the parent didn‟t [realise] that he was taking their daughter 

to work as a prostitute.‟ One child admitted that „friends‟ or peers are involved in the 

trafficking and that „sometimes our friends persuade us to sell someone.‟  

 

One response indicated that traffickers try to „recruit‟ children through the factories, 

„…they show up at the garment factory to ask for children.‟ Alternatively, some children 

suggested that they voluntarily sell themselves, though how voluntary it really is, is 

questionable and is illustrated here:  

„Two of my friends sold [themselves] voluntarily; one was 17 years, the other 16 

years. One lived with her grandma who had lots of debts. So she sold herself to earn 

money for her grandma. Her grandma insisted she do so.‟ 

 

This is an example of reciprocal obligation in action, this time involving the grandmother 

and illustrates the internal tension of the child. 

   

Some of the tricks and techniques to enable trafficking to occur included, „use 

“unconscious” medicine‟, „tell a lie‟, „use more money‟, „threaten and sometimes force the 

girl in the car‟, „inject the child with medication to paralyse them in order for them to be re-



 189 

sold to become servants; especially in Thailand.‟ One response described a case study (the 

age of the victim is not clear):  

„My aunt was trafficked to Thailand. After drinking coffee she became unconscious. 

She was locked in a house in Thailand and there she …cut open the back door and 

ran away and told everyone in the village about this.‟  

 

Parents ‘right’ to sell their children 

Children‟s responses in the focus groups varied. Some children felt that the parents, 

„gave birth to them and took care of them‟ so they had a reciprocal obligation to them but 

some children thought this was not mandatory, „some mothers have the right, others do not.‟ 

It is not clear on what basis parents earn this right. Others thought it was never right, 

„parents have no right to sell their children and some parents are illegal to sell their children 

for making money or using the children to earn money for themselves.‟ One child‟s response 

showed their anger and disgust, „even the wild cruel animal never eats their kids.‟ 

 

When children were asked whether parents have the right to sell children, again 

responses varied, „when they are poor and have no job‟, on one side and „even if the parent 

is very poor and full of debt, they do not have the right to sell their children‟ on the other 

side. When asked, „Why do some parents not sell their children even if their family is very 

poor?‟ one response was, „because they love them.‟ Another gave a response which assumed 

parents‟ ignorance and the ability to be tricked:  

„We need to explain to the parents to understand all forms of trafficking because 

some parents don‟t know clearly about trafficking and they can easily fall into the 

trick of some people.‟ 

 

However it poses the question how the child themselves understand the situation 

while the adults are apparently ignorant. Children saw the role of parents, relatives and 

neighbours to protect children, e.g. „by advising the parents to love their children and 

prevent children from being trafficked.‟ When asked if parents who sell their children do not 

love their children, one response described children‟s understanding of the conflict in 

parents, „they love their children but they love money more than the child.‟ Also see the 

section on child rights at the end of this chapter. 
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Intervention 

Children understood that the Government could and should play a role and felt it was 

the citizen‟s and NGO‟s role to remind them of their roles and some understood the need to 

invoke child rights, „informing the authority to arrest the child traffickers for their crimes, so 

that our country will not have chaos‟ and „prohibit the parents from selling the children to 

anyone because children have equal rights
61

 and selling children is illegal.‟ They appeared 

confident that someone such as the district leader would take the lead in the community to 

educate the public, „about child trafficking and the tricks related to this issue.‟ Also their 

role to educate the trafficker „so they can teach her about child rights and human rights and 

teach her to understand peace‟ and for the parents „not to sell their children to work in the 

coffee shop.‟ Many children understood the remit of the local authority, the police and the 

law to „provide security and protection in the villages‟ and to rescue children:  

„By involving the authority or any helpful organization in apprehending the child 

traffickers, or arresting the brothel owner and prosecuting them.‟  

 

However, some recognised the collusion of the police with the sex industry, „tell 

police not to be in corruption with the brothel owner.‟ Some children emphasised the 

Government‟s responsibility, „writing a notice to every authority office to oppose the sex 

trade.‟ Some children also sought broader action beyond the current role of the police/law: 

„By ending the brothel houses and stopping any prostitution from going on‟ and „by 

closing down any bars in the provinces and cities.‟ 

 

Another suggested the role of religious leaders, „inform religious leader in order to 

provide education to parents and everyone about trafficking.‟ 

 

Some children put the onus on children to, „not go out at night‟ and that they should 

take care „not to be manipulated into thinking they will get good jobs to work‟ by 

understanding about „the trick and trade of the traffickers.‟ 

 

Children understood the importance of addressing the root cause of poverty, „help 

find the job for the poor family and provide support money.‟ Some children also recognised 

that paying off debts would reduce children‟s vulnerability to being sold as a result of the 

                                                           
61

 This poses the question whether children feel that children are equal to other children but do they ever believe they are 

equal to adults? 
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adult‟s debt and saw it as a joint responsibility between children and adults, „if we have 

debts we must work with both hands to pay them off gradually.‟ It is of particular interest 

that they see this as shared responsibility between adults and children, „we‟ rather than their 

parents only.  

 

Children who focused on girls in brothels suggested girls being rescued and then 

supported;  

„We should take the girls from the brothel and persuade the police to arrest the 

people who sold the girl. If she has been in the brothel a long time, we must ask the 

government
62

 to explain to her and provide her support such as rice, materials, 

money, etc‟.  

 

Some children thought the only way for girls to be released was to pay for it, through 

paying the „debt‟ bondage (or perhaps a bribe), „using the money to pay and bring them back 

home‟. It was understood that girls who were rescued then needed alternative employment, 

„find a job for her so that she can work as a tailor, in a restaurant, washing clothes, looking 

after children etc‟, somewhere to live, „take them to the women‟s centre‟ and also physical 

support such as „clothes, food and school fees‟. Some children thought the family should be 

given „education and special skills to work‟. 

 

Some responses recognised the importance of emotional support for the victim 

through, „encouragement not to be unhappy or scared‟, „motivating the sold children to have 

confidence‟ and „telling them to not think too much about the bad things that happened to 

them‟. Also others „should not be allowed to discriminate against the victim‟ or „degrade 

them because they were forced to work as prostitutes‟. 

 

Children’s responses: youth violence against adults 

 

Causes 

In the survey, when children were asked why children act violently against adults, 

children‟s opinions varied. Children suggested that poverty of basic needs led to violence, 

„they are poor and hungry [so] they rob and harm people‟ but others said that teenagers 

                                                           
62

 It is interesting the way the government is personified here; perhaps the village leader represents the 

„government‟.  
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commit crime to feed their addictions, „they have no money and so they rob the victim to 

support their drugs and alcohol addiction.’ Children described how some child perpetrators 

were „uneducated‟, „unskilled‟ or „lazy‟. 

 

Children made associations with family dysfunction, „teenagers do these things 

because …their parents do not acknowledge them‟; neglect, „do not pay much attention to 

them‟ and orphan-hood; „because they have no relatives, parents and places to live‟, 

„because they never listen to their parents and are expelled from the house [and then] they 

only listen to their gang leader.‟     

 

Children described how some children who had committed crimes had a history of 

family violence, („violence before among their families‟) or in gangs, („were associated with 

gangsters‟). Other children described personal traits of children - how some children can be 

self-centred, „they are selfish, and they don't care about anyone‟; sadistic, „they enjoy using 

violence‟ or were angry or revengeful against a particular person.   

 

Although the picture presented to children of a boy pointing a gun towards a woman, 

this did not imply sexual assault. Several children associated this kind of violence with rape 

and trafficking, „because they want to rape the victim and they want the victim's money‟ and 

„because they want to sell the victim to the brothel‟ (see Figure 6.1).   

 

In the focus groups, children had several theories about what causes children to be 

violent. Poverty leads to children leaving home where they „become street children because 

they have no one to look after them and be responsible for them so that is the reason that 

makes them rob or misuse drugs‟; hunger, „they have nothing to eat and so they need to steal 

something‟; over-population and unemployment, „because the number of people is 

increasing, the people get poorer and don‟t have a job‟ and through lack of education. 

Alternatively, it was seen as „for fun‟ or „getting rich quick‟ or „paying for a gambling 

habit‟, e.g. „the boys spend the money on gambling, so afterwards they are afraid of coming 

home and they become robbers. Many people here gamble and when they lose the game 

they steal from the people.‟ Some moralised about the friends a child chose and the lack of 

respect for parents, „they are persuaded by their friends, they don‟t listen to their parents, 
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and they want to have more money‟, but others put the onus on parents and felt it was due to 

a lack of parental advice or because they spoiled them, i.e. „gave them too much money.‟ 

 

Some children described a cycle of violence where ‘the adult uses violence and after 

he gets older (the child) wants to do the same‟…and some described how some children 

even used violence with their parents. „Sometimes the gang members beat their parents.‟ 

Some children described how the environment of the society is not safe, „there is not enough 

security‟ especially for the „the son of the poor.‟ When asked the age young people are 

involved in robbery, they said between 15 and 30 years. When asked how they do it, the 

children said they tend to do it as a gang. Some children described a specific incidence of 

how a Vietnamese woman was robbed by a gang and another of how water buffaloes were 

stolen to take to Vietnam. Some children described how gangs of youths sometimes come 

into schools to intimidate children (see Figure 6.1). 

Intervention 

Children felt that a loving family could ameliorate violence, „there needs to be love 

in the family so they do not commit violence to the children because this may lead them to 

run away from home and accompany such bad friends.‟ Children described the importance 

of negative peer pressure, „tell them not to make friendships with bad friends‟ and positive 

peer influence, „Friends need to provide instruction, kids should learn to stop gambling and 

… do not rob.‟ Others described a range of ways children could be educated even from an 

early age by „parents, teachers, government, villagers, police and local authorities‟ but some 

children felt that some children would not change; „give instruction and educate peers but if 

they do not listen they still remain a thief‟ is reminiscent of fatalism. Some believed that it 

was more than a change of head knowledge, ‟they need to change their hearts not to do it 

again‟, „the Buddhist monk can lead them not to do bad deeds, but instead lead them to good 

deeds. Christ Jesus can do the same.‟ „Pray and give instruction to the people with a bad 

heart and ask them to know about good deeds and bad deeds and that killing is not right.‟ 

 

Some children felt that children themselves should take certain measures to reduce 

risk, „need to be careful, don‟t show off as a rich person, don‟t go out at night, and avoid the 

place that is quiet.‟ 
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Some responses indicated that the Government had a responsibility to act to 

eliminate the drug industry, prohibit gambling and providing support to the gang. Others felt 

that reducing the population might help. A few recognised that rehabilitation and assistance 

in securing employment was important, „we should help to find the job for them.‟ Some 

children recognised the importance of law and order, „the police need to work as a group to 

guard the village in order to keep the people safe‟ and that this needed to be implemented 

regularly, „the police (should) arrest them every day.‟ Some felt prison was the solution, 

„keep in prison for a few years to change them.‟ Others felt capital punishment was 

necessary, „put him in prison for life, kill him.‟ However, some felt that the police and legal 

system were complicit in perpetuating the situation, „police can help but sometimes the 

police are corrupt, they get the bribe from the robber who always gets out of the prison.‟ 

 

When children were asked in the questionnaire survey „How can teenagers be 

helped?‟ most responses gave positive advice, „not to commit crime again, and to think 

about their future‟, „to get an education and respect the law‟, „to understand children's rights 

and the problem of using violence‟ and to „respect women's rights because everyone regards 

them as our mother in the world.‟  It is of interest that children suggest positive advice, 

children appreciate the pressures that teenagers are under. However, the fact is that a gun is 

used in the picture. These responses may also be disturbing as it gives the impression that 

gun violence is normal and that it requires little more than a reprimand. It would have been 

interesting to have compared this with responses from adults who may not have considered 

advice and support of the perpetrator so readily. 

 

In contrast, some children‟s suggestions focused on what children shouldn’t do, „do 

not gamble, abuse drugs or rob anyone‟, „do not bully or do bad things
63

 to the girls‟, „do not 

use any violence or harm anyone, because it is against the law.‟ Some children recognised 

the importance of family support and love, „by advising the parents to enrol their children in 

school‟, and by „ involving the family to provide love to those thugs‟ , „by taking care of 

them and not allowing them to be alone‟ and „by involving the parents to advise their 

children to avoid abusing drugs.‟        
                                                           
63

 Not clear if „bad things‟ means sexual abuse but this also reiterates the link between gang violence and 

sexual abuse. 
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Many children described the process of these children being reported to police, 

apprehended, prosecuted, arrested, and sent to jail and punishment sometimes after a 

warning, „by informing the authority or community leader to warn those thugs to behave, 

and if they don't abide by the law they will be arrested and sent to prison.‟ A few suggested, 

„strengthening the law.‟ A few children described how eliminating drugs „by ending any 

distributing of drugs, because it will make people become bad persons‟ and „stopping the 

use of weapons‟ could help reduce gang violence.  

 

What Cambodian children understood about children’s and others’ rights 

 

Children‟s understandings of the word „rights‟ varies. Some children understood that 

rights meant certain entitlements to, for example, schooling. „Whether poor or rich, all of 

them have the right to school‟. When children were asked if parents had the „right‟ to beat 

children, they said they did, though one child elaborated, „when they make a mistake.‟ One 

child disagreed, „the parents should not have the right to beat children, even if they make the 

mistake.‟ When children were asked, „when does the parent not have the right to beat 

children?‟ the children responded, „when the children don‟t make a mistake.‟ When children 

were asked about parent‟s mistakes and children‟s rights to beat parents, the children were 

clear, „they don‟t have the right to beat their parents.‟ When children were asked why the 

children who made the mistake should be beaten, but the adult who made the mistake should 

not, the children responded, „because they have more rights than the child.‟ When asked if it 

was reasonable that adults had more rights than children, they felt it was because „they have 

more knowledge than us, they have seen the world before us‟ which is quoting a Cambodian 

proverb which values experience but also might also be used to assert power over the other. 

It also appears to be endorsing a hierarchical understanding of rights which fits the 

Cambodian understanding of adult to child power differential but is not what the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child intended.  When children were asked if teachers had 

the right to beat children they all agreed, as long as it was in school. One elaborated, 

„…because they are the second parent.‟ However, one child said, „the student has the same 

rights as the teacher.‟ 
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Children described some children as being „bad-hearted‟. In trying to understand 

whether there was a connection between being „bad-hearted‟ and rights, children were asked 

if the teacher or the parents were „bad-hearted‟ and whether they would „still have more 

rights than children.‟ The response was „every adult has the same rights.‟ 

 

When children in focus groups were asked if parents had the right to sell their 

children, some children said they did, but most thought that they did not. Children who said 

that adults did have the right to sell children said that they did when they were „poor and had 

no job.‟ Some children said that parents „worked hard to give birth to them‟ so children had 

a reciprocal obligation to them. 

 

Children who believed adults never had the right to sell the children said that parents 

had „no right, even the parent who is very poor and full of debt.‟ When asked then why do 

some still do it, some children suggested it was because they were tricked, others that they 

just want more money but when the children were asked why some parents did not sell their 

children even though they were poor, the children said it was „because they love their 

children.‟ When asked whether parents who sell their children didn‟t love their children, the 

response was that they „love money more than the child.‟ Some children understood that 

abusing rights could be illegal, „parents have no right to sell children and some parents are 

illegal when they sell their children for making money or use the children to earn money for 

themselves.‟ When children were asked if children ever had the right to use violence with 

adults, the children said it was never acceptable in any case „even if the adult wants to sell 

their own children and they treat children badly.‟  

 

Adult’s responses: peer bullying 

 

Adult focus groups were conducted in three areas: 

 An urban slum community in Chak Angre Leu, Phnom Penh city  

 A rural community in Kampot Province  

 A border town on the Thai-Cambodia border - Pailin  

 

 Adults agreed with most children that poverty was a major cause of children 

being bullied, some in conjunction with other reasons such as „if the child‟s parents have 
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HIV/AIDS.‟ Some also felt that children‟s nature was to victimise, „the smart children make 

the friendship with the smart children and they are not only bullies of the disabled children 

but also the „not clever‟ students because this is the characteristic of children.‟ The 

„characteristic of children‟ sounds fatalistic.  

  

Adults also described how conflict between children can also lead to conflict 

between adults, „sometimes the children bully each other and this can lead to conflict 

between the parents of both the children.‟   

 

 In discussing with adults, „who is the first person that children need to ask for 

help?‟ they recognised the role of parents. „It‟s really hard to say who is the first, but I think 

we need to say the parents… I think it is very important because the parents have good 

understanding and good knowledge about their children.‟ Some parents also expressed the 

importance of their role to promote peer support, encourage children to not use violence and 

to „do good deeds‟.  

 

There was recognition of the role of teachers where parents cannot help, they also 

expressed the frustration of teachers as not being approachable, „it is also possible to tell the 

teacher but sometimes the teachers do not pay any attention to them. Sometimes the teacher 

gets angry if they complain to them.‟ In addition, the community is recognised as those who 

can help to intervene with difficult children, „if the parents don‟t have the ability to solve the 

problem, we the members of the community can get involved.‟ If that is not possible, the 

local authority and the child right NGOs were suggested. Some parents said they thought 

children would be more responsive to change if the authorities were involved, „if we cannot 

solve the problem we can pass it on to them to discuss with the children and the parents, to 

make them understand.‟  

 

Parents recognised the powerlessness children had to change anything without help 

from adults, „the child can only cry because they don‟t know what do and don‟t know who 

can help them. Children cannot complain to the police or the local authority because they do 

not have the money to pay them. At least 10,000 Riels (£2.50 sterling) is the fee needed to 
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pay the authority.‟ It is of interest that the limiting factor appears to be money rather than 

age but either way results in powerlessness.  

 

Adults’ responses: physical punishment at home 

 

When parents were asked if they had the right to beat their children, parents 

responded that parents should have right to beat their children because they „gave birth to 

their children.‟ Some parents agreed with children that parents have the right to beat the 

children, „but only when the children make the mistake, but if the children do not make the 

mistake, the parents cannot beat them.‟ A codicil was added: „Parents should not beat them 

too hard‟ which implies an understanding that this is limited in scope.   

 

Needing to beat their children was seen as necessary so that they could „change their 

children‟ because „they cannot allow their children to do something that is not right.‟ Some 

parents wanted to play down the seriousness and extent of parental discipline of children. 

They said children were beaten but, „not like in the picture‟. Parents suggested parents were 

„different from other people.‟ After receiving physical discipline from parents, children „still 

came back and asked for money‟
64

 but if they were hit by other adults, it should be treated 

differently.
65

 When asked whether being beaten by parents would help children change, the 

response was that if parents disciplined them then about „50% would change‟ but this did 

not apply if beaten by anyone else. Some parents thought that using physical discipline was 

part of the way they demonstrated their love to them, ‘I think if the parents love their 

children and they make a mistake, they must do some „hot‟
66

 punishment [physical 

punishment] and also use the „cold‟ way; talking in a sweet way to them.
67

 If not, they will 

spoil their children.‟ Parents thought that creating fear would help the process: 

 „If you used to punish them with a minor beating, later on if you just take the stick 

and threaten them they will be afraid of you. If we beat the children in a loving way 

they will not die, because we „know what stick is needed to beat them.‟
68

  

 

                                                           
64 It is not clear if this was meant sarcastically or resentfully or both. 
65 Perhaps because they don‟t have the same rights of reciprocity.  
66 This „hot‟ anger is a term also used in domestic violence in Vietnam, e.g. Rydstrøm 2003.  
67 This is the only case where both types of punishment are suggested to be used together. 
68 Proverb implying parents know their children well enough to know the punishment required. 
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The main concern expressed was that they would otherwise spoil their children but 

nevertheless some still felt that „the parents need to beat their children with love.‟ 

 

An alternative but not so common view was, ‘I think if the parents beat their children 

it means that they are violent against children and this is abusive against their rights. I think 

if the children do something wrong and the parents cannot change them, they should refer 

their children to someone else to educate them.‟ This puts the onus on to the parents and 

emphasizes the importance of education.  

 

 When asked what would happen if a child was badly beaten, the response was that 

they would be responsible to the law and an understanding that people needed to be aware of 

the law so needed to be educated about what it said and it needed to be not only written but 

implemented;  

„Violence often happens in the family. The law exists but they don‟t implement it. 

People need to be told about human rights, not to use violence in the family; that it is 

illegal, and they will be fined if they use it.‟  

 

One articulate response was „everyone has the same right, even the King, but if that law is 

only in the paper, it means nothing.‟ This is one of the few references which showed an 

understanding of true equity. 

 

One group of parents understood that they needed to be more proactive, „we have to 

take action. If not, it will not change. The parents beat their children so who will beat them? 

They need to receive discipline but this is often violent, so we need to find out some ways 

that are not violent.‟  The suggestion of how this should come about included working with 

NGOs and setting up a human rights committee to follow up training activities. 

 

One focus group honestly described the frustration of being a poor family and how 

they sometimes took this out on the child through beating them „sometimes …the parents 

gave 300 Riel a day for their children to go to school and the children said it wasn‟t enough 

and they needed 500 Riel, the same as the other students, because 300 Riel was not enough 

for the school fee and study extra time and for a snack, and the parents got very angry and 

beat the children.‟ However, some parents said they did experience remorse, „sometimes the 
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parents feel very sad after beating the child and sometimes the parents cry.‟ Adults did not 

mention any consequences of parents beating children except when asked what to do when a 

community is unable to change someone in which case, „we have the Government law, the 

adult needs to receive the punishment.‟  

 

 However, they also admitted the reluctance of the authorities to take action, „it is 

difficult when a complaint is made to commune chief but then he doesn‟t fine them or do 

anything. There was a husband who seriously slashed his wife‟s head with a knife. I helped 

her to bind up her wound. But the commune chief didn‟t fine the husband. He told him to go 

back home. That was all. Next day, that couple fought each other again.‟ Even this assumes 

a fine might be sufficient recompense.  

  

When adults were asked what children themselves needed to do to prevent 

themselves from being beaten, one group suggested, „sometimes the father beats the children 

without reason...if it is serious they should call for the neighbour to help‟ but it is not clear 

how they expected the child to know when it was serious enough. When we asked how the 

children in the situation in the picture could be helped, the response was mixed. Although 

the initial response was to intervene, they also recognised this carried with it a risk, „but 

sometimes, if we stop the father, the father will get very angry with us and he can create the 

conflict and beat us as well.‟ Being physically stronger was seen to be an advantage. „But if 

you are stronger than him, he will listen to you.‟ Other parents were more fatalistic, „people 

hear news promoting through the TV, radio about stop using violence in the family but they 

don‟t change.‟ Adults recognised that alcohol was not the only cause of violence. The 

example given was of a child who didn‟t listen or didn‟t do what he was told and was then 

beaten. After describing this example, they concluded that the situation was „totally violent.‟  

 

Adults’ responses: physical punishment in school 

 

Parents felt that physical punishment of children in schools was much less than when 

they were children and suggested teachers tended to verbally discipline children though they 

did admit that sometimes this was verbal abuse. When asked why they used bad words or 

threatened children, they responded, „some students are lazy, some children make conflict or 
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play in the classroom, some students did not follow the school rules such as …always 

coming late.‟ When discussing physical punishment in schools, parents were asked if 

teachers had the right to punish children and generally they agreed that they did, „when the 

students do not obey the rules of the school, so the teacher has the right to punish them 

whatever way they want to.‟
69

 When asked specifically when they had the right to beat 

children, an example of when they did was given, „when the teacher gives the exercises to 

the students and the students do not complete them, then the teacher should beat the hand, 

five to ten times. This is the right of the teacher.‟ 

 

Some parents described some of the difficulties children face, „some students are 

always late because the school is so far from their house. Sometimes the teacher also makes 

the mistakes, such as coming late, and the student comes but there is no teacher in the class 

and they assume their teacher is absent so they decide to go back home, and then when the 

teacher comes, there are no students!‟ Some parents recognised the limitations of using 

physical punishment with children „[teachers should] educate them politely. About 70% will 

change if we do it this way. I think if we use the ‘hot’ way [beating and threatening] it does 

not really change them but if we encourage them it will be possible to change them between 

70 to 80%.‟ One related this to brain development „if we use the ‘hot’ way to change them, 

it will be worse because their brain is too young.‟  

 

Some parents felt that parents and teachers needed to talk, „it is important that the 

parents and the teacher first meet together to discuss about the student‟ but others felt that 

the teacher showed discrimination, „some teachers prefer students because they may be their 

relative or their friend‟s children, or they are able to pay for the daily fee to the teacher or 

pay for studying extra time with the teachers, but the poor students are not able to pay the 

daily fee and not able to pay to learn extra time, so the teachers don‟t like them.‟ This 

implies a fatalism – this is how the system works; it can‟t be changed.   

 

When asked who should help the student if their teacher beats them badly, the adults 

responded, „they should complain to their parents‟, „the NGO here should talk to the teacher 

if they use violence against the children. They help students that are hard to educate.‟ When 

                                                           
69

 Consistent with Khmer proverb about the relationship between teachers and students mentioned in Chapter 2. 
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asked if there was anyone else besides the NGOs help, the response was „if the student 

complains to their parents, then the parents can complain to the authority or ask for an 

explanation from the teacher.‟ 

  

Adults’ responses: child sexual abuse and rape 

 

Noting what children had said about reciprocal obligation, when discussing child 

rape one focus group was asked if the picture represented a stepfather who normally helped 

his stepdaughter a lot, „does he have the right to reciprocal obligation?‟ The response was 

that he did not have the right to rape the child, „he can have the reciprocal obligation by 

other ways, but not rape‟ implying an understanding of a limit to reciprocity in certain 

circumstances. 

 

Adults also considered marriage to be the solution if the child was old enough and 

not related but, „if she is too young to get married then they should put him in the prison.‟  

 

Some adults felt it was the responsibility of the child to report and if they didn‟t then 

they couldn‟t expect help, „if the girl tells them that this happened to her, the neighbour can 

help but if she tries to hide the problem, nobody can help.‟ However, other adults saw the 

difficulty in trying to report her, „the mother and the girl will not go to discuss with them 

because they are afraid the stepfather will abuse them. In this case, sometimes the 

information gets through to the neighbour, and the girl escapes herself and lives with her 

relative, to avoid this situation happening again.‟  

 

Adults were also strong about dealing with robbers and rapists, „to punish them 

strongly or to kill them.‟ First women and then men said that rapists should be jailed for life. 

Some suggested taking them to a human rights‟ organisation though one thought the purpose 

of this was where they could be educated but also beaten. When asked whether they thought 

they could be helped in this way the response was, „I think they can change if the 

organisation spends time to educate them, but they shouldn‟t be violent against them. Just 

talk to them.‟ This appears to imply that some organisations are violent to children, which is 

of concern from a child protection perspective. 
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Adults’ responses: selling and trafficking of children 

 

When asked why parents sell their children, some adults expressed the frustration of 

being poor, „because the family is poor, they cannot make any profit for their family and 

they get very angry, and then sell their child.‟ It is of concern that both children and adults 

suggest that children might be trafficked because of anger. They described how children can 

be „adopted‟ or „sold into prostitution‟, „if the children are young, the couple buy them to be 

their children but if ages are about 13 or 14 years old, they are fed for a while and then they 

are forced to earn money as prostitutes.‟ This is reminiscent of baby farms but for older 

children. 

 

 In discussing the selling of children, adults were asked if the mother had the right to 

sell or force her daughter to do something against her will. The response of one adult focus 

group was that she did not. However, when asked if the parents are poor or sick would that 

change, the response was that, „parents should have more rights than the children, but it is 

possible if the children disagree that they run away. Most of them accept what their parents 

say because they understand about the situation of their family, because they feel a 

reciprocal obligation to their parents.‟ When they were asked, „do you think the children 

should always agree to the decision making of their parents because of the reciprocal 

obligation to them?‟ the response was:  

„the children have to agree everything that the parents decide because they need to 

give support back to their parents, but the parents have no right to sell the children if 

they are too young.
70

 It is very hard for the mother to decide to sell her children, 

because the heart and relationship with the children is deeper than the father.
71

 For 

the father, it is easy for him to decide to sell his daughter and the mother usually 

follows the father‟s decision. The father has more rights than the mother.‟
72

  

 

However, when another group were asked this they did not agree even if they were poor and 

needed to sell one child to feed the others, „it is not right to sell their own children.‟ When 

asked if parents have the right to demand reciprocal obligation from their children, one 

response was, ‘no this is abusive to the children‟s rights, selling children is always wrong.‟  

                                                           
70 This implies that there is an age restriction on trafficking – that it is acceptable if the child is old enough. 
71 It is not clear if love is also more widely considered to be hierarchical as indicated here. 
72 Although this is another example of a „rights hierarchy‟, clearly the fathers‟ rights supersede the mothers. 
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 Nevertheless, one group using the picture was asked, „if this picture was of a mother 

and a daughter, does the mother have the right to sell her daughter?‟ The initial response was 

that she didn‟t. However, when asked „if the child was grateful to her mother, because of 

reciprocal obligation, would the daughter have to agree with the mother to sell herself?‟ The 

response implied that some children choose or feel obliged to be sold, they agree with their 

mothers because of their poverty‟ while „some children don‟t agree.‟ This makes the 

differences greyer. 

 

Some adults said friends and relatives were more likely to sell children than parents, 

„it is not very common for the parents to sell their children, but it is very common that 

friends and relatives sell the children rather than the parents.‟ When asked specifically who 

would sell children, one response was, „the child carer, the person who provides the shelter 

to the children, friends, relative, uncle, aunt, brother and sister‟ and when asked who would 

most commonly do it, the response was „friends.‟  

 

They also described how some adults are tricked, „the trafficker knows the situation 

that the community is poor and they use their money to trick the people…the parents are 

very poor, and somebody asks the parents to give their children to work with them 

somewhere but the parents do not know what kind of work that their children will do.‟  

Some described how some teenagers were trafficked to Thailand and they had not heard 

from them so were effectively „lost‟ for several years. Some parents even intended to find 

their children but they „didn‟t have the money‟ to do so. They also understood the 

responsibilities of parents that they „should be careful before sending their children to 

work… They need to know exactly about the security and who they should trust. If not, they 

will fall into the trick of somebody.‟  

  

The way adults describe the attitude of the community towards the child returning 

from the brothel seems more accepting than what the children said, „it is possible that 

somebody in the community feels discrimination against her if she comes back from the 

brothel, but some of them feel very sad about her also. After she comes back from the 

brothel, we should encourage her, because everyone has to face something serious in their 
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life. We should offer the possibility for her to change, and in this case she can find 

somebody to marry her. But the most important thing is to find a person who loves her.‟ 

 

Two different responses to the question, „What chance do you think she can find a 

husband in the future? One, „about 80 percent of them should be able to get married‟, the 

other, „everyone will remember forever about the girl who comes back from the brothel, that 

she was there. Even her husband when angry will say to her „you are from the brothel and 

you are lucky that I married you.‟  

 

Adults understood that they needed to report to the police if they knew that someone 

was involved in trafficking but when asked if the police would intervene they said that, „the 

parents or somebody needs to pay some money to them‟ indicating the financial „violence‟ 

against the powerless. However, it can be impossible to help the children if traffickers pay 

more money to the police.‟ Alternatively, some adults described how the community can 

complain to the human rights‟ organisation because, „only the NGOs can find the justice in 

the community.‟ This may indicate that they are the only institution that has proved to be 

reliable when others have failed.  

 

One adult described in the focus group a case study, „it happened in my village. A 

man told a girl‟s mother that he could take the girl to look after their child in Bangkok. But 

then he forced the girl to beg money there. He didn‟t give any profit to the girl, so she didn‟t 

have money to send to her family. Afterwards, Thai police caught her and sent her back to 

Cambodia. [An NGO] went to get her at the border and took her to a care centre. They 

taught her literature, sewing and other skills in the centre. She stayed there for six months 

and then they sent her back home. The organisation sent staff to check with her once a 

month. This organisation worked with the Khmer police and got help from them. The 

Khmer police cooperate with the Thai police about the children who are sent back. Then the 

organisation takes them to the centre.‟ When asked why people don‟t change even when 

they understand about human rights, the response was, „it is beyond understanding, but I 

think it is their habit‟, implying a form of fatalism. 
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Adults’ responses: youth violence against adults 

 

When adults were asked about the cause of children robbing adults they suggested 

that the main cause of robbery is from the drugs, „we need to stop them from using the 

drugs, and stop selling alcohol and cigarettes in the community.‟ When asked if the police 

use violence with them during the time they arrest the child robber they said, „they should 

not be violent but in the real situation, they will be violent… at the place that the police 

arrest them.‟ 

 

 

Links between different types of violence involving children is described in the focus 

groups 

 

Figure 6.1 describes a number of ways in which violence involving children is linked 

with other types of violence involving children providing triangulation with the Tables 5.14 

and 5.15 of quantitive data in the previous chapter. As well as the six types of violence 

researched in this thesis (grey boxes) there are three other linked forms of violence (white 

boxes). The arrows link types of violence and are mono-directional or bi-directional as 

indicated by the arrowheads.  The letters in boxes explain the links in the key below. 
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Figure 6.1: Links between different types of violence involving children is 
described in the focus groups  
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J. More research is needed to determine whether some teachers sexually abuse children 

as research suggests in other countries. 

K. Children suggested physical punishment by parents is linked to domestic violence 

and also can cause conflict between parents of both the children. 

L. Children said that sibling violence between children can lead to violence between 

adults who are parents. Domestic violence between parents can also lead on to 

physical abuse of children.  

M. Children leave school as a result of physical punishment in school and end up on 

streets. Occasionally, children threaten teachers in response to physical punishment 

N. Children said that children can be persuaded by peers to sell other children.  

O. Children receive violence from police in custody after being arrested for robbing/ 

using violence against adults.  

P. Children described how family violence and in particular children who are beaten at 

home lead to children running away to join gangs and then gang violence. Children 

also described how youth in gangs use violence with their families. 

(Also adults use violence to steal from children, e.g. bicycle and children said gang 

members can beat parents). 

Q. Children said police involved in corruption regarding trafficking.  

R. Children said youths steal to get money to spend in brothels. They also said gangs 

take women and children to sell in brothels. 

S. Violence by employer, e.g. whipped to beg. Forcing children to beg/prostitute. 

Violence used to traffic child.  

T  Children said police „use intimidation‟ and „beat‟ bullies to stop bullying. 

U.  Children suggest rapists should be legally killed. Some children said they knew a 

      Policeman who had raped a child.  

V.  Children suggest youth robbers should be legally killed.  
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Chapter 7 

 

Discussion 

‘A long eel doesn't require a long pot.’
73

  Khmer proverb 

 

This chapter aims to explore what has been learned from the research whose findings 

were reported in the preceding two chapters, and how these findings relate to wider issues 

raised earlier in the thesis, including theoretical application. I first analyse what the research 

tells us about the prevalence of violence involving children and about the links between the 

different types of violence with which the research has been concerned. I then consider how 

seriously the different types of violence are regarded by children, and I then reflect on some 

of the cultural implications of the socio-historical chapter 2 and the findings of the research 

including Cambodian children‟s understanding of children‟s rights. I then explore children‟s 

understandings of ways of intervening to address violence involving children. Finally, I look 

at the different limitations of the theories and then limitations of the research methods used.  

 

Prevalence of violence involving children  

  

 Some of the challenges of defining different types of violence and estimating their 

prevalence are discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. Taking those difficulties into account, the 

findings reported above do go some way to address the research question regarding the 

incidence of violence involving Cambodian children. This section explores how far 

children‟s reported experiences are consistent with findings in the literature and, where my 

findings are different, seeks to explain why this might be so. It also examines children‟s 

descriptions of violence in comparison with those given by adults. The types of violence that 

children in the survey had experienced the most were parental physical punishment, peer 

bullying and teacher physical punishment in that order. It is of note that in every sector of 

violence described in this research, boys‟ experience of it is reported more than girls (Table 

5.11), in some cases, a significant difference. Although there has been considerable interest 

in the „girl child‟ (UNICEF 2007), concern for boys should therefore not be overlooked. 

                                                           
73 This proverb indicates that there are many ways to deal with problems beyond the obvious and you need to work out 

solutions to fit the context.   
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Target 8 of the Cambodian Millennium Development Goals is to „reduce significantly all 

forms of violence against women and children‟ but omits to specifically address how 

violence against boys can be tackled.   

 

Prevalence of peer bullying 

More than a third of all children in the survey (Table 5.2) said that they had 

experienced bullying, „because they were different.‟ However, although the focus of this 

study is on physical violence, bullying may not have been interpreted as explicitly physical, 

indeed the picture given to children was of emotional victimisation rather than physical 

violence.  The gender difference is not large but it is interesting that more boys admit to 

being bullied than girls, particularly in a macho culture where admitting to being beaten by 

peers may be considered to be a sign of weakness. In a review of international variations 

(McEachern 2005), girls appear to be more victims than boys. A future study might also ask 

children if they themselves were bullies and more clearly differentiate between physical and 

emotional bullying of boys and girls both as witnesses and victims. 

 

The incidence of peer bullying in this study is higher in children from families that 

do not have both parents (Table 5.12) especially those with siblings only, which is nearly 

double that of children with both parents. Although bullying vulnerable children may be a 

universal phenomenon, it may also be exaggerated by the karmic world view described in 

Chapter 2.  Although there was no significant differences between children from different 

housing types (socio-economic differentials Table 5.13), children both in survey and in the 

focus groups did say that poverty and disability were causes of bullying. The fewer numbers 

of children citing ethnicity in the survey (though it was reported in the focus groups) may be 

related to the comparatively low numbers of children from ethnic minorities that are in 

Cambodia and represented in the survey. More research would be needed with ethnic 

minority children to demonstrate how they experience discrimination.  

 

Children from higher socio-economic status were significantly more likely to have 

heard or seen bullying than children from lower socio-economic status (Table 5.17) but 

there is no comparable statistical significance for those experiencing bullying themselves. 

Perhaps this was because children of higher socio-economic status were more aware of the 
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concept of bullying whereas children from lower socio-economic status might consider 

certain acts of teasing or victimisation as normal rather than bullying. In addition, perhaps 

the poorest children are more fatalistic and therefore less likely to complain.   

 

Prevalence of physical punishment at home 

Boys (50.4 per cent) more frequently reported being beaten by adults than girls (36.4 

per cent) compared to the MOEYS/UNICEF/UNESCO (2004) National Youth Survey 

where girls were seen to be victims of domestic violence (50.1 per cent) more than boys 

(40.7 per cent). The difference could be explained by the fact that this survey is of school 

children whereas the National Youth Survey is of children in and out of school. Girls out of 

school may be expected to help around the home even more, whereas boys are expected to 

work outside the home or are left to play in the community so there may be less time and 

opportunity for friction with the mother so that she becomes angry with them and beats 

them. However, a small study (n=101) with children in Kandal (Fordham, 2005) also found 

that more boys (66.7 per cent) than girls (38.2 per cent) were physically punished by their 

fathers and this was higher by their mothers (77.6 per cent of boys and 59.6 per cent of 

girls). This challenges the feminist literature (Hanmer & Itzin 2000) which emphasises the 

role of men against women and girls, and tends to ignore violence against boys.  

 

In the focus groups, when asked who the person represented in the picture, the 

children said it could be the father, uncle or grandfather. The gender chosen may have been 

affected by the picture, one of the disadvantages of using a picture. Others, who children 

said beat them, included older brothers or sisters. It should be noted that this research did not 

include questions on whether children had witnessed domestic violence of adults towards 

adults. Children in other contexts who experience physical punishment have also witnessed 

domestic violence, usually of their mother (Mullender et al. 2002) so this might have 

revealed more data.   

 

Reported parental beating was highest in „older sister‟ families (Table 12). The older 

sibling may be seen in the parental role, frustrated with the responsibilities of caring for 

siblings on their own, (although the beatings may have occurred in the past by parents and 

become a significant memory for the child, even though the children may have not seen 
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either parent for some time). Alternatively some may live with siblings in an orphanage and 

therefore experience beatings by the „parental figures‟ there. Perhaps the responses given to 

children under family status should have included orphanage care to make this more 

explicit. Children in „grandmothers only‟ (GMO) families appear to have had fewer parental 

beatings - perhaps because grandmothers are inclined to be more lenient, or were less able to 

administer physical punishment. Additionally, grandmothers may be accorded more respect, 

or life experiences may have taught them more effective ways of managing children. 

 

Finally, the question asks if parents beat the respondents. It does not ask if the 

grandmother does the beating. Consequently, the lowest score in GMO families yielded the 

fewest children reported being beaten by parents, perhaps simply because some were 

orphans or had absent parents. However, parental beating increases substantially when the 

mother performs most or all parental functions (MO). This may be due to the many reasons 

for greater stability and order when two parents combine their forces to raise their children. 

 

Parental physical punishment is statistically much higher (nearly half as much again) 

in Phnom Penh than in other areas, urban or rural (Table 5.14). This is in contrast to the 

Save the Children Fund survey which found no significant differences between patterns of 

punishment in urban and rural areas. The researchers interpret this as due to the „relatively 

low and recent level of urbanization of the country‟ (Beazley et al. 2005: 135).  However, if 

the findings reported here are correct, they may be due to the increasing stresses on 

parenting (and in general) in an urban environment. On the other hand, remote areas are 

slightly higher than other urban or rural areas, perhaps due to cultural isolation from 

modernising trends not to use physical violence with children and or particular tribal 

differences in tribal areas. There is no statistically significant difference in experiences of 

parental physical punishment by socio-economic status, suggesting this is an issue for all 

social groups.  

 

Over three quarters of all children said physical punishment occurred sometimes 

rather than never every day in their community, but only one in twenty children said it 

happened every day. This compares favourably to the Cambodian section of the Save the 
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Children survey (Beazley et al., 2005: 147) which suggested that most children are punished 

less than once a week, only one per cent saying they themselves were punished every day. 

 

It should be noted that my research did not include questions on whether children 

had observed violence towards adults. Children in other contexts who experience domestic 

violence may have witnessed domestic violence of their mother (and possibly the father) so 

this may have revealed more data.   

 

Prevalence of physical punishment in school 

A third of boys compared to a quarter of girls said that they had experienced physical 

punishment at school (Table 5.11). These gender differences may be due to boys „pushing 

the boundaries‟ set by teachers more readily than girls or simply a greater willingness of 

boys than girls to report. Alternatively, it may be considered to be acceptable for teachers to 

beat boys at this age, but not girls due to potential damage or concern with changes to the 

body. More research is needed on the teachers‟ viewpoint on these issues. This gender bias 

is consistent with other national studies on physical punishment in schools (e.g. Egypt: 

Youssef et al. 1998) but it is not clear why these gender differences appear to be common 

between cultures or whether girls experience different forms of violence or humiliation by 

their teachers. There is no known previous survey on physical punishment of Cambodian 

children in school but Fordham conducted a survey in Kandal Stung District in 2005 after 

this survey (adapting the same instrument) of children between 12 and 18 years. A 

substantially wider gender gap was found of children experiencing physical punishment by 

teachers; 55.6 per cent of boys and 19.0 per cent of girls but this was a small sample 

(N=101) and could have represented the culture of a particular school district. More research 

is needed to determine whether the amount of beating changes over age. 

 

 In my research, 69.7% of boys and 66.5% of girls (Table 5.6) said they had seen 

physical punishment of other children in school and a similar number (70.0% of boys and 

63.3% of girls) said they had heard of this happening with children. In the close confines of 

the school, the fact that children had seen and heard physical punishment occurring at a 

similar level is expected. In Fordham‟s (2005) study (n=101) 91.1% of boys and 77.6% of 

girls had seen or heard of a boy physically punished by a teacher and 73.3% of boys and 
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62.1% of girls had seen or heard of a girl physically punished by a teacher. The difference is 

explained as being accurate when explaining their own experience but when queried about 

other children „a general perception of a high level of classroom violence has led them to 

overestimate the amount.‟   

 

There was a statistically significant increase in teachers in Phnom Penh using 

physical punishment with children compared with other urban or rural areas (Table 5.14). 

This may be due to the demands put on teachers in Phnom Penh where they are more 

carefully scrutinised by the MOEYS and parents than their counterparts in the provinces, or 

it may be that youth in urban areas are seen by teachers to be harder to control (with little or 

no training in non-violent methods of discipline). Remote areas have a slightly lower rate of 

beating but this may be due to the less rigorous attitude to education of isolated and tribal 

children.  

 

Children from concrete houses (higher status) and children from thatched houses 

(lower status) were significantly more likely to experience being beaten at school than 

children in wooden tiled or tinned roof houses suggesting it is more of a problem for the 

wealthiest and poorest children (middling status) (Table 5.13). For poorer children, this may 

be due to them being victimised because of poverty in a fatalistic culture of discrimination 

against the poor. For wealthy children, it may be due to teachers feeling or actually being 

pressurised by parents of wealthy children to discipline them more harshly to make them 

work harder to pass exams - or perhaps wealthy children are seen to be more defiant. 

Alternatively, it could be due to an artefact in the data. 

 

There are differences (statistically significant) between how often children of 

different social classes report having seen or heard children being beaten by teachers. In this 

case, children from concrete houses are most likely and those from thatched houses are least 

likely. This may be because children from lower socio-economic status are more afraid of 

reporting something that reflects badly on their teachers or are less trusting of researchers in 

a survey carried out at school than those of higher socio-economic status.  
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The research might have usefully included what children considered to be 

alternatives to physical punishment. More research is needed to ascertain how Cambodian 

teachers emotionally abuse and humiliate children apart from physical punishment and 

especially children with disabilities and also children‟s perceived consequences of physical 

punishment in school. Also, research is needed to determine whether teachers sexually abuse 

children as has been reported in other countries. 

 

Prevalence of sexual abuse and child rape  

This data needs to be examined in the light of possible misinterpretation of the word 

for „rape‟ described below. A comparatively small number who responded (1.8 per cent of 

boys and 0.6 per cent of girls) said that they had been raped by adults (Table 5.7). This is not 

surprising in a culture where rape of both girls and boys is so taboo for different reasons, 

though of interest that some boys were willing to admit it in a confidential survey. When 

asked which type of children are raped, nearly all the children (over 90 per cent) said that 

girls only were raped; only 6.7 per cent of boys and 5.7 per cent of girls said that rape can 

happen to girls and boys which confirms this taboo. The loss of virginity for girls and 

consequences is described in detail in Chapter 2. For boys, although more research is needed 

to confirm this, in a homophobic culture with shame, guilt and embarrassment, boys may be 

reluctant to explain what has happened to them, so the issue remains hidden, and the boys 

become isolated. 

 

More research is needed according to gender to know whether the high reported 

witness of rape in our survey correlates with this phenomenon of ‘bauk’ either for example 

because children witness ‘bauk’ occurring in their community or because they witness it 

because they partake or are being groomed to partake in gang rape themselves. More 

research is needed to find out the prevalence of children who say they are perpetrators and 

whether they witnessed a male or female rape and the location but some of this detail was 

deliberately omitted in this study because of the potentially distressing nature of the 

material. 

 

When the initial findings of the research were presented, a criticism heard was that 

children may not have understood the word for „rape‟. When a colleague had asked children 
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in an informal group what they understood by rape, she said that many had said „hugging 

and kissing.‟ However, it is possible that children who were embarrassed by the question 

might give that response as a quick non-embarrassing answer. In order to address this, the 

following verification procedure was undertaken. On a return trip to Cambodia in 2006, a 

group of 10 children were interviewed (5 boys and 5 girls) and asked directly what they 

understood by rape. Initially, three children specifically mentioned „hugging and kissing‟ but 

they were then asked if „anything else happened.‟ After careful questioning, all boys 

described rape as sexual intercourse with force, violence or threat; three girls said that they 

knew what rape was but didn‟t want to say and two girls said they knew it was „bad‟ but 

didn‟t know what it was. This interview was clearly uncomfortable for the children 

especially as the researcher and a Cambodian research assistant were male, and it would 

have been unethical to have explored further. The results of this verification exercise cannot 

therefore confirm the view that girls know the meaning of rape and more research would be 

needed to ascertain this. 

 

Although there are statistically significant differences between numbers or boys and 

girls who report that they have experienced rape, this is not so when children are asked 

whether they have observed, heard of or know children who have been raped by an adult 

(Table 5.17). This suggests that children, irrespective of gender, were aware of „rape‟ of 

children occurring. There is no statistically significant difference between children of 

different socio-economic status experiencing being raped or sexually abused, which 

demonstrates how it is an issue irrespective of socio-economic status and not something only 

experienced by poor children. Most children (63.7 per cent) said they knew children who 

had been raped by an adult. There is no significant difference between the responses of boys 

and girls. It is difficult to say whether all children fully understood that rape involves forced 

penetration (see above) but their responses in other questions appear to indicate they at least 

understand it to be a serious form of sexual abuse.    

 

The discomfort of children personally admitting to having had sex, quite apart from 

experiencing sexual abuse, is apparent in the National Youth Study 

(MOEYS/UNESCO/UNICEF 2004) of 9,388 young people aged between 11 and 18 years in 

24 provinces, in which fewer than two per cent of young people admitted to having sex, 
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although a third said they personally knew young men involved in gang rape (‘bauk’). Most 

sexually active youths were out of school. Only nine said they had been forced to have sex. 

These were mainly children out of school. Twenty-three children said they had forced others 

to have sex. These were mainly children in school.  

 

Nearly half (48.8 per cent) of children in my research said they had heard of a child 

rape (Table 5.15) and nearly one quarter (23.5 per cent of boys and 21.4 per cent of girls) 

said they had witnessed rape of a child in their community. The Royal University of Phnom 

Penh (RUPP) study (cited in Gray 2001) found that of 400 children aged 10 to 12 years from 

randomly selected schools, 49 per cent had heard of an incidence of rape and three per cent 

had witnessed a rape. Although the number who had heard of child rape is the same, the 

discrepancy between witnessed for both studies needs explanation. Careful consideration 

was given over the word for „witnessed‟ in my survey development and piloting to ensure it 

was understood. The word used was „kern’. It is not known what word was used in the 

RUPP study (Gray 2001) but it may have been more complicated such as the more technical 

translation for „witnessed‟=‘saksey’ and therefore may have been misunderstood. The use of 

the word „kern’ was also discussed after the research but it is not a word that would 

normally be misunderstood. 

 

The huge discrepancies of the responses that children reported in my research about 

witnessing rape (48.8 per cent) and actually having experienced raped (1.2 per cent) also 

need an explanation. The likely explanation is that children said that they had witnessed rape 

when they had actually been raped themselves but were too embarrassed to put it to paper; 

they were willing to let the researcher know but didn‟t want to personalise it. Alternatively, 

it may be that some children are involved in gang rape where they see other children being 

raped or that they had blocked out certain memories and had „selective memory‟ under 

question.  

 

In the focus groups children described in detail the importance of children getting 

married where possible which emphasises the need in Cambodian culture to preserve family 

integrity and reputation over the needs of the individual. However, in the survey. only 0.6 

per cent of children said that the way to help children who were raped was to marry them. 
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Nevertheless, a third of children said that a child who is raped could never get married (to 

anyone). All of these cultural assumptions may need challenging. 

 

Prevalence of child selling  

 Asking children about „being sold‟ rather than „being trafficked‟ in the focus groups 

and questionnaire survey was kept deliberately vague to be inclusive of a range of ways 

children are sold or trafficked. Trafficking may have been understood to mean different 

things including the exchange of children as commodities or movement of a child from one 

country or one province or district to another. However, in a verification exercise conducted 

with ten children after the research in 2006, all ten children described the selling of children 

as being sold into prostitution, and eight also described other ways children could be sold 

mainly involving domestic servitude. More research is needed to understand which forms of 

labour or other contexts children consider as being „sold‟ and whether they would include 

the same or different types of situations if asked to describe „exploitative child labour‟ or 

„trafficking‟.  

 

 If children had been asked to report on a specific range of ways children were 

trafficked or sold, they might have reported several different ways rather than only thinking 

in their mind of one type and then reporting on only that.  For example, they may have 

considered prostitution but not other forms of exploitative child labour.  However, this 

approach was not used because it might have made the questions too „leading‟ and therefore 

biased the results. As most children are involved in economically productive labour, even 

though most of this is „unpaid‟ (most children work for their families as unpaid labour), then 

their understanding of children being sold would appear to go beyond simply being paid for 

labour, more research is needed to expand on this. In fact, it leaves open many questions 

regarding who is involved and what the „contracts‟ involve. Children are rarely involved 

when money is being exchanged between adults and the child rarely benefits financially, so 

may not necessarily label certain forms of exploitation as being „sold‟.  This might indicate 

that the figures may be under-representative. More research is needed to disaggregate this 

data but this is the first known research that makes enquiries of a group of school children 

from throughout Cambodia, rather than a small sample of exploited children. As well as 

giving children‟s perceptions, it may also reveal some of the common knowledge in the 
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wider community, whether information campaigns are having any effect and children‟s own 

sub-cultural understanding about trafficking, child labour and sexual exploitation.  

 

 Assuming that children who are not at school are more likely to have been sold than 

those still at school at 12-15 years and that those who had been at school and had been sold 

and not returned to school would not be being surveyed, this figure of 2.4 per cent of girls 

and 3.7 per cent of boys (see Table 5.9) is relatively high. Over a third of children who said 

they had seen or heard of children being sold in their community and nearly half the children 

said they knew of children being sold (Table 5.15). This could be due to the number of child 

domestic servants in the capital (National Institute of Planning/ILO 2004) or that children 

from Phnom Penh are more informed and so more likely to report it, whereas children in 

remote areas are more ignorant of real risks to children. Discussion with NGO staff in 

Ratanak Kiri revealed how city boys offering promises of city jobs or marriage have tricked 

girls into being trafficked from that area. It is not clear why there is a discrepancy in 

percentages between those who had „seen or heard‟ and those who „know‟ a child who had 

been sold except that „know‟ (skoaul) implies personal connection with a child who had 

been sold. Similar to the experience of rape, children only in the care of the grandmother are 

significantly protected, in that none have been sold. Children who are with their older sister 

only appear to be particularly vulnerable (Table 5.12) but this could be because those 

children who responded would have been post-trafficked and could have ended up living 

with their older sister after being trafficked but not necessarily beforehand. However, the 

figures are small so more research is needed to verify this. It also would have been useful to 

have been more explicit about the time of trafficking in relation to living with the sister. 

 

More research is needed to see whether the differences between provinces represent 

areas where selling and trafficking of children is more likely to occur. Although the figures 

vary between provinces, it is significant that children knew children who had been sold from 

every province, at proportions ranging from 32.7 per cent in Stoeung Treng to 65.3 per cent 

in Kampot (see Appendix 6). While NGO attention has currently focused more on border 

areas and provinces where children are known to be trafficked from, some adults may be 

more „creative‟ in finding other ways to exploit and commodify children.   
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Prevalence of youth violence against adults  

Although few children said that they had been involved in robbing an adult at 

gunpoint, nearly half of the boys (45.2 per cent) and a third of the girls said they had seen an 

adult being robbed with violence and two thirds of children said that they had heard of 

adults being robbed by teenagers in their community (Table 5.10). From the surprising 

number of girls who reported involvement (3.4 per cent) in robbing adults at gunpoint, it 

would have been interesting to have asked all children whether they had observed girls as 

well as boys involved in robbery. More research is needed to verify whether more girls are 

getting involved in gang violence. Although there is research evidence that some gang girls 

are involved in illegal activities similar to boys (although not as frequently) in a multi-site 

study in the US and Mexico (Esbensen and De Schines, 1999), this has not yet been 

observed in Cambodia. However, research with Cambodian refugee adolescents found that 

harsh parenting is affiliated with delinquent behaviour and peers in girls (Go & Le, 2005).   

 

Although fewer than one in twenty children said they had used gun violence with 

adults, there was no significant differences with gender, socio-economic status or 

urban/rural location. Two in five children said they had witnessed an adult being robbed 

with violence. There is no statistical significance according to socio-economic status (by 

housing) but again there is a pattern of it being significantly higher in Phnom Penh, 

significantly fewer in remote areas and the same in other urban or rural areas. This is likely 

to be explained to the ready access of guns in the city and the close proximity of people in 

urban areas, making observation more likely in Phnom Penh.   

 

 The initial intention of including this section was to illustrate that child towards adult 

violence does exist and violence is not exclusively from adults towards children. However, 

in reality youth violence in Cambodia already has a high profile in the media and one 

academic in the UK criticised this approach, saying that it would draw attention to 

something that already had an unhelpfully high profile. Ignoring the issue may not be the 

best approach. Getting facts and a balanced approach may be more helpful. It is important to 

put youth violence in context. The majority of Cambodian youth are already making a 

significant contribution to the support of their family and to the national economy through 

work. Most youth are not actively involved in violent behaviour. Victims of youth violence 
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may be more commonly children and although some of this may have been described under 

the bullying section more research might be required to explore violence outside of the 

school.  

 

Causes of violence 

 

Children‟s understandings of the causes of violence can be situated within an 

ecological model. For example, children‟s descriptions of how and why bullying occurs 

illustrates the deep seated prejudices that are part of the Cambodian context against the poor, 

disabled, gender and ethnic minorities (e.g. Table 5.28). When asked why teenagers rob 

adults with violence over 20% of children suggested alcohol and drugs (Table 5.43) which 

indicates the significant role this plays. Children in focus groups discussing punishment of 

children at home also described the role alcohol played. Children in focus groups discussing 

youth violence described over-population and unemployment. It is not clear why the 

majority of children do not describe these broader ecological issues; whether it is because 

they are not aware of them or whether they take a more fatalistic view that change is not 

possible, or whether they simply prefer to focus on causes that are immediate.  

 

Links between different types of violence  

 

Children who experienced bullying, physical punishment in the home or physical 

punishment in school in my school survey were more vulnerable to experiencing what are 

considered more serious types of violence:
74

 child rape or being sold or witnesses to child to 

adult violence. Although the results of both the survey (Tables 5.21-5.27) and focus groups 

(Figure 6.1) indicate that there is a link between different types of violence, the research for 

this thesis cannot demonstrate a definitive causal link between types of violence. More 

research is needed to demonstrate this. However, associations indicate that children who are 

bullied appear to be more vulnerable to being physically or sexually abused by adults in 

home or school, or sold.  

 

                                                           
74

 It is not possible to demonstrate that one causes the other here, only that both types of violence co-exist 
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In a research in the States with 2,030 children aged 2-17 years, 22 per cent had 

experienced four or more different types of victimisation in the past year (Finkelhor et al. 

2007:7), described as poly-victimisation. Although a direct comparison cannot be made to 

my survey, of those children in my survey who said they had been physically punished by 

their teachers, 31.8 per cent reported experiencing two other types of violence and 18.4 per 

cent reported experiencing three or more other types of violence. Further research by 

Finkelhor suggests that boys are somewhat more likely to be poly-victims (Finkelhor et al. 

2005:5).  Poly victimisation was highly predictive of trauma symptoms. As Cambodian boys 

experience more violence, more research is needed to verify both of these in the Cambodian 

context.  

 

 Current research on resilience (e.g. Ungar et al. 2005) in children demonstrates that 

even vulnerable children are not inevitably victims and so it is important that children are 

not labelled „victims‟ which could have a negative affect on them, particularly in a fatalistic 

environment. However, the emphasis that is put on children‟s resilience
75

 rather than 

vulnerability may be more due to the reality that although victimhood is not inevitable, there 

are still other children (perhaps a large percentage) who may have little resilience to address 

the extreme forms of violence they are subjected to. An understanding of what is required to 

make a child resilient in the Cambodian context nevertheless needs further exploration, 

indeed the word for resilience needs careful unpacking and translation as there is no direct 

translation.      

 

There is much evidence in the „North‟ that physical punishment is transmitted across 

generations. Research demonstrates that parents who are physically punished as children or 

adolescents have an increased likelihood of physically punishing their own children (Bower-

Russa et al., 2001; Stattin et al., 1995). Also parents who approve of physical punishment 

are more likely to use it (Ateah & Durrant, 2005).  Attitudes to physical punishment used in 

the home, varies considerably between different Asian households. In China, 76 per cent of 

child-health doctors and nurses in hospitals in two provinces disapproved of physical 

punishment (Hesketh et al. 2000) whereas in Korea 90 per cent of 1,272 respondents in a 

national telephone survey felt that physical punishment was necessary (Kim 1998) but the 

                                                           
75 The definition of resilience here is „surviving and thriving in spite of exposure to risk‟ (Ungar 2005: 5). 
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former may have been influenced by the consequences on children coming to hospital or 

professional peer disapproval which may or may not have been adhered to at home even 

apart from socio-economic status and culture. 

 

However, research by Renner and Slack (2006: 600-603) found only weak support 

for the transmission of violence hypothesis that maltreated children are more likely to grow 

up to maltreat their own children. Stronger support was found for a theory of „learned 

helplessness‟, where children who are maltreated or witness to violence are more likely to be 

victimised as an adult. The theory suggests that susceptibility to being a victim is a socially 

learned behaviour from early childhood experiences. It is in response to uncontrollable 

circumstances or events, where persons develop negative beliefs about their abilities and 

their own actions. This has implications for this research in posing the question whether 

children learn, „helplessness‟ or alternatively „aggression‟ in childhood. Furthermore, in the 

Cambodian context it seems likely that fatalism would further exaggerate this. So that 

children who are victims believe that this is their karma and children who are aggressively 

exerting inappropriate power using violence may also feel this is their karma. More research 

is needed to explore whether children who are bully-victims extend this trait into adulthood.   

 

Astor (1994) has suggested that violent children may believe that „hitting back is the 

only meaningful way of restoring justice‟ in their environment where violence perpetuated 

against them appears to be dealt with unfairly if at all. This is exaggerated by other factors 

such as family violence, neighbourhood crime, police brutality, a visibly unfair distribution 

of wealth, ethnicity, etc. Alternatively, Fordham (2005) suggests that fighting, reinforced by 

alcohol, is not only a way of venting frustration but are, „some of the few activities young 

men have for the constitution and proving of strength and prowess‟ in a context where 

advertising projects unattainable images. Although Fordham does not attribute it to Buddhist 

beliefs, controlling violent behaviour is seen by youths to be something that can be learned 

and practised and that boys in his research aspire to be good men who would not use 

violence against their family.  

 

The violence and threat of violence appear to be common in a wide range of contexts 

around the world (Farley and Barkan 1998). Research by PHR (1997) of personal narratives 
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of twelve women and children who had been sexually exploited demonstrated the link 

between sexual abuse and trafficking. One story given was of an adolescent girl raped by her 

stepfather who felt that she had no choice but to sell herself to the brothel. She felt 

tremendous shame and believed her future had been taken away from her. She feared that if 

she stayed at home, she would be raped again and because she had been raped that, no one 

would want to marry her.  

 

Freed describes how rape:  

„not only occurs when overpowering force is used and the rape victim fights back but  

…when an individual has become passive and accepting of what is done to her 

because she is captive then any sexual encounter is a rape‟ (Freed 2003: 138).   

 

Freed also described how children new to the brothel who refused to be compliant with 

customers were beaten, locked up and threatened with electric shocks and other forms of 

torture including acid burns to the face and even being killed (ibid 141). Although, the 

camaraderie and support of other women and girls in the brothel may be present, in practice 

there is also rivalry to compete for customers and reports of some brothel owners using 

women and girls to torture and beat each other. The Khmer proverb „Men are like gold, 

women are like cloth‟ describes how once a girl is „soiled‟ through sexual abuse or 

exploitation, then the social contempt that she receives and internal sense of being „dirty‟ 

keeps her psychologically bound to the brothel long after the period when she is locked in.  

 

Children who have experienced being sold themselves are significantly more likely 

to have robbed an adult at gunpoint and witnessed adults being robbed with violence by a 

child. This once again demonstrates that certain children may be exposed to a high level of 

violence which they may be involved in themselves. Not surprisingly, children who have 

been sold were significantly more likely to have witnessed other children being sold and 

children who have robbed at gunpoint are significantly more likely to have witnessed an 

adult being robbed with violence by another child adding weight to the theory of a toxic 

environment. In spite of this, nearly all the children (96 per cent) said that a child robbing an 

adult was always wrong.  
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Perceived seriousness of different types of violence 

 

 This section will look at how serious children consider different types of violence to 

be when compared against each other. It will explore whether some types of violence are 

more acceptable than others and whether there is a point at which they become 

unacceptable. For example, it will explore if children believe there are perceived limitations 

of children being beaten or sold. 

 

Piaget (1932: 295) suggested that children‟s morality is dependent on adult authority 

and rules. Therefore, he felt young children would always experience parent child physical 

(„expiatory‟) punishment as legitimate because it came from an adult. In contrast, he 

hypothesised that peer („reciprocal‟) violence grew in direct relation to the children‟s sense 

of reciprocity and equality so that young children would condemn peer violence but older 

children would find it acceptable due to their developed sense of reciprocity. The research 

for this thesis is with older children so if Piaget‟s theory was applied you might expect there 

to be an increased tolerance of violence but Table 5.30 demonstrates that Cambodian 

children‟s attitude to seriousness of physical punishment by parents or teachers is very 

diverse and that they were more likely to consider peer bullying to be extremely serious.    

 

In response to Piaget‟s research, studies such as Smetana et al. (1984) with 46 

abused, neglected and non-maltreated children (mean age 9 years) demonstrated that 

children were able to use moral reasoning when presented with prototypical moral situations 

when unprovoked, intentional violence is used such as a child hitting a peer for no reason. 

They concluded that children‟s moral judgements are actively constructed from social 

experience. In addition, children were found to consider transgressions as deserving 

significantly less punishment for themselves than others.   

 

In research on 108 children (aged 8 to 12 years) by Astor (1994: 1054) all children 

negatively evaluated unprovoked situations of adult to child and peer to peer violence and 

also used moral justifications. The most frequently used justifications were concern for 

physical welfare, (adult to child: 87 per cent, peer to peer: 88 per cent) but also wrongful 

intent of the perpetrator and unprovoked violence as a violation of social rules. However, 
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when „provoked‟ case studies were given, children with a history of being violent at school 

focused more on the immorality of the provocation and perceived hitting back as a form of 

reciprocal justice than non-violent children. Significantly more violent children than non-

violent children approved of hitting in response to a provocation of violence; adult to child 

15 per cent, cf. nine per cent; peer to peer 85 per cent, cf. 61 per cent (ibid: 1054). So, both 

approval and disapproval of violence is justified by children using moral reasoning. Astor‟s 

study concluded that „children assessed unprovoked violent situations on moral reasoning 

(and intrinsic harm) rather than social rules, consensus, authority or egocentric personal 

needs‟ (ibid: 1065). 

 

In my research, I had insufficient data to compare violent children with non-violent 

but I could compare children who had experienced violence compared to those who had not. 

There was a tendency for more children who had experienced physical punishment at home 

to consider it to be sometimes right/wrong than children who had not experienced physical 

punishment at home who were more likely to consider it to be „always wrong‟. In addition, 

there was a tendency for children who had not experienced physical punishment at home to 

think that it was more serious and for children who had experienced violence to consider it 

to be on the less serious end of the spectrum (Tables 5.32 and 5.33). There were similar 

findings with physical punishment in school (Tables 5.34 and 5.35).  More research is 

needed to explore the affects of violence on children‟s understandings where children are 

perpetrators as well as victims in the Cambodian context but it poses the question „Does 

violence make children more compliant and vulnerable to violence?‟   

  

However, the majority of children in Astor‟s research (85 per cent of violent and 91 

per cent of non-violent) agreed that children should not hit their parents back, even if parents 

hit without good reason. Even though most children considered that the adult was wrong, 

children didn‟t hit back because of the potential for further physical harm and deterioration 

of family social relations. Children in my research also agreed children should never hit 

back but more research would have been required to explore their reasoning.  

 

Some researchers have described how socialisation and cultural influences affect 

children‟s moral judgement of violent and social behaviour (Dunn et al. 2000).  However, 
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while physical aggressive behaviour is often seen by teachers, for example, as more serious 

and requiring more intervention than relational forms of aggression (Craig et al., 2000), 

recent research by Murray-Close & Crick (2006) with 639 fourth and fifth graders in the US 

found that physical aggression was seen as more wrong and harmful than relational 

aggression but that both were of concern. They also found that girls were more likely than 

boys to believe that aggression was a moral issue rather than from a social convention, 

personal or prudential (concern about how behaviour could result in personal harm) issue. 

This research also indicated that children‟s judgement of aggression being wrong was 

correlated to their actual behaviour as reported by teachers and peers. Aggressive children 

were more likely than peers to identify the harm associated with aggressive behaviour which 

could indicate that they are aware of the potential harm their behaviour could cause to 

others. The researchers suggest that these children may use this knowledge to use effective 

aggressive strategies (ibid: 363).   

 

 In my research, girls often felt that a type of violence was slightly more „serious‟ 

than boys, and boys felt that a type of violence was „always wrong‟ more than girls. 

However, it is interesting to note the differences between gender throughout (see Table 5.29 

especially „Always Wrong‟ column) is not marked, indicating that education and 

socialisation of children to this age may not be as different between genders as sometimes 

thought. Though they may have different responsibilities at home, boys and girls are taught 

in the same classroom after all.  It would have been interesting to have compared these 

attitudes with adults‟ understandings and also of children over a time period, e.g. compared 

to 1960 before a significant influence of the „North‟ and in 1980 immediately after the 

„Khmer Rouge‟ era to see whether there would have been a higher or lesser tolerance to 

violence at these times. 

 

Perceived seriousness of peer bullying 

Research by adults on bullying can focus on consequences into adulthood and 

whether it affects their potential or actual productiveness, which is of interest to politicians 

(Kidscape, 1999). However, the research for this thesis indicates that children see this 

particular type of violence as a major concern for children now. Over 83 per cent considered 

it to be „always wrong‟ (Table 5.29) and even though children had an opportunity to respond 
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to this question against what adults might be considered more serious forms of violence, 45 

per cent still described bullying as „extremely serious‟ (Table 5.30). More research is needed 

to indicate the physical and emotional effects of bullying on Cambodian children and to see 

if it can lead to suicide as it does in other cultures (Olweus, 1993; Rios-Ellis et al. 2000). If 

the results of this research were used to determine the priority of how the different forms of 

violence should be addressed by adults, then peer bullying would require attention above 

physical punishment in school and home.  

 

Perceived seriousness of physical punishment at home and school 

 Only one fifth of children felt that a parent beating a child at home was „extremely 

serious‟ (Table 5.30) and even fewer children thought it was „extremely serious‟ when it was 

by a teacher at school (just over 10 per cent). Around 70 per cent thought that being 

physically punished at home or school was „less serious‟ or „not serious‟. Relatively few 

children thought that a parent or teacher beating a child was „always right‟ (Table 5.29). Just 

over half the children felt that parents beating a child was wrong but 2:5 children still felt it 

was „sometimes right and sometimes wrong‟. While a large proportion of children believe 

this, it is likely that they are more vulnerable to being physically punished. One focus group 

described the serious affects of domestic violence on family, children and even property.  

 

 It is not clear how much children‟s beliefs in the adult‟s role in physical punishment 

are affected by their parents and other adults. However, the MOWA/GTZ (2005) research 

found widespread support for the use of violence, even extreme violence, by husbands 

against their wives. Attitudes towards physical punishment against children were not 

assessed in this research. However, women were more tolerant of violence, including 

violence against women so whether this belief is transferred to children needs more 

research. Twelve per cent of women also said they had acted violently towards their 

husbands which is an increase from a previous research. 

 

 If children do not see physical punishment to be as serious as other types of violence 

then it could be argued that addressing other types of violence they are concerned about 

should take precedence. Some proponents of child participation would suggest that 

children‟s views should be given due weight and attention according to their age and ability 
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and that other considerations are also necessary such as evidence not necessarily available 

beforehand to children such as some of the serious consequences.  

 

 It was of concern in the early focus groups that children had suggested that teachers, 

when disciplining, did not appear to discriminate between a student who was not clever and 

those who were disruptive. Nevertheless, in the school survey, children felt that the most 

physical punishment should be given to those who did not listen (40.8 per cent) or the lazy 

students (34.8 per cent) and they were more lenient with those late for class (9.3 per cent) or 

those who were not clever (6.1 per cent) (Table 39). In a study conducted in Egypt (Youssef 

et al. 1998) and another in Lesotho (Monyooe, 1993), poor school achievement was also 

cited as a reason for schools to use physical punishment. However, whether physical 

punishment is or is not legitimate, it is debatable whether teachers have the right to 

discipline children for poor school performance when it may be the result of a number of 

home and environmental factors. Determining whether a child is lazy or busy with work 

inside or outside the home may not be possible for a busy teacher in a crowded classroom. 

Furthermore, children who may be punished for „not listening‟ may in fact be partially deaf 

or distracted by stressful events at home.  

 

This also illustrates that while children‟s understandings would be helpful in policy 

dialogue, children may not necessarily consider the needs of all other children in addition to 

their own needs. Poor school achievement could be for multiple reasons, many not due to 

the fault of the child. In addition, children „who were not clever‟ would be unlikely to be 

allowed to articulate their concerns or advocate for themselves. 

 

Children admit that teachers primarily use verbal advice when disciplining children. 

However, from a child protection perspective, it is of concern that children appear to be 

saying that teachers use a cane, more than they use a hand when beating children (Table 

5.40) when a cane could cause greater injury. Although there was a lively discussion in the 

focus groups about whether physical punishment should be used in the home or school, 

some children understood some of the serious consequences such as head injury.  In a 

comparative research in Southeast Asia (Beazley et al. 2005), Cambodian children‟s view 

was that being hit on the head was the „worst‟ punishment. This may also be related to the 
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cultural taboo of not touching the head. It may also be due to an instinctive or actual 

understanding of the seriousness of head and face injuries. Research with children in the UK 

and New Zealand (Dobbs and Duncan 2004, Willow and Hyder 1998) also report harsh and 

unsafe smacking including on their heads and raises the question whether parents are aware 

of the seriousness of head injuries and if this should be included in educating them about 

head injuries to children, similar to the emphasis on educating parents about „shaking‟ 

babies (Blumenthal, 2002).  

 

Adults in my study tended to play down the level of violence which children 

experienced saying, for example, that school violence was less prevalent and not as serious 

as when they were children. Graziano et al. (1996) found that children judged both the pain 

and the emotion in physical punishment to be greater than that judged by parents and most 

felt angry and upset by it yet considered it to be a fact of life. An additional issue to explore 

in future research is the perceived consequences for children of receiving physical 

punishment in school.  Research by Catalla et al. (2000: 16) on children from a squatter area 

in Phnom Penh found that children would leave a school as a result of conflict with another 

child or due to what they saw as an unfair judgement issued by a teacher. While children 

may be resourceful, it may be difficult for them to challenge teachers in the formal 

hierarchical school context so they leave rather than attempt dialogue or involve parent 

advocates.  

 

Perceived seriousness of child sexual abuse and rape 

Nearly all children said that it was „always wrong‟ for a child to be raped by an adult 

and that it was „extremely serious‟. Children did not seem to think that invoking „reciprocal 

obligation‟ would allow even a close relative to have sex with a child. It would have been 

informative if children had been asked how serious it was for a child prostitute to be raped 

but this was out of the remit of my research. It is still of concern that 2.8 per cent of girls and 

1.4 per cent of boys think it is „always right‟ for a child to be raped, though it likely that this 

is due to a misunderstanding of the question.   

 

These results are very different from expressions of older youth found in Bearup‟s 

research (2003) which indicated that some young men did not see ‘bauk’ (gang rape) as 
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anything wrong. This could be a largely urban phenomenon of older youth, or the sample 

taken may have represented a small youth sub-culture, but it could alternatively indicate a 

substantial change in behaviour and attitudes as children, particularly boys, get older. 

Douthwaite and Saroun (2006) found that in a survey of 665 unmarried Cambodian men 

aged 15 to 24 years, of youths aged specifically 15 to 17 years, 12.6 per cent said they had 

previously had sexual intercourse and 22.3 per cent said they had previously had a 

sweetheart. However, just 6.3 per cent of 15 to 17 year olds who reported currently having a 

sweetheart reported intercourse with that partner.  Of those who were 15 to17 years and 

sexually experienced, 37.0 per cent said their first experience of sex was with a sex worker 

and 29.6 per cent said they regretted their first experience of sex. Although youths 15 to 17 

years were more likely to use a condom than their older peers (18 to 24 years), they were 

also more likely to experience transactional sex. 

 

 Pressure for boys in particular to start having sex early is accepted in many cultures 

and societies, and this may include using a prostitute, e.g. Kenya ( NCPD et al.). Seventeen 

per cent of boys aged 15 to 19 years had given money, gifts or favours in exchange for sex. 

About a third (36.7 per cent) of non-sexually active participants in the Douthwaite and 

Saroun (2006) research felt peer pressure to have sex before marriage. Other research 

indicates the peer pressure of experiencing transactional sex in the presence of peers 

(Gorbach et al. 2000). However, in the Douthwaite and Saroun study (2006) 60.7 per cent 

still thought they were unlikely to experience sex before marriage. Although this survey 

demonstrated that the majority of younger (15 to 17 years) men had not yet had sexual 

intercourse, more research is needed about risky experimental sexual behaviour with other 

children and adults, although getting this information may be challenging.  

 

 In selecting forms of violence to study in this research, some balance was attempted 

between children as victims and perpetrators, but with a bias towards the former. With 

hindsight, it might have been useful to include questions relating to rape and sexual abuse by 

children. 

 

Children in focus groups were able to give detailed descriptions of the physical, 

emotional and social effects of rape on children, which appear to indicate more than an 
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impersonal involvement with the issue. Many understood the physical consequences of 

pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases (including HIV/AIDS) as well as the 

psychological affects including depression, despair and suicide. These are linked to post-

traumatic stress associated with rape (Rothbaum et al. 1992). They also described the social 

consequences of being isolated, hated or pitied by the community also linked to sexual 

coercion (Zweig et al. 1997).   

 

The seriousness of rape is related to the importance of the preservation of virginity 

which is particularly important for girls, described in Chapter 2, due to the social and 

physical consequences of losing it. Although this is changing, it is still a significant 

culturally defined norm. The right to choose whether or not to have sex, when to have sex 

with whom and in what manner (Archard 2004: 105) does not sufficiently take into 

consideration that the other person may not want to have sex. Although some INGOs 

assume that „youth will be youth‟ who want have sex, most Cambodian girls may not want 

to lose their virginity. The assumption for many INGOs may be that girls want to lose their 

virginity but this is not backed up with research. More research is needed to determine how 

and if girls who choose to maintain their virginity can do so. Although Articles 28 and 29 of 

the UNCRC give the child a right to be educated and prepared for life, there is no mention of 

sex education in the UNCRC. This might have been different if the UNCRC had been 

written today. Even where children have choices, they cannot consent or otherwise to sex, 

unless they fully understand the consequences. Finkelhor‟s (1994) review of studies in 19 

countries found that girls are 1.5 to 3 times more likely to have been abused than boys.  

 

Perceived seriousness of child selling and trafficking 

When children were asked whether parents have the right to sell children, their 

responses ranged from „yes‟ to „no‟. Some children were unusually critical of adults, both 

parents and traffickers, some feeling it was morally wrong, describing them as selfish and 

not taking into consideration the effect on the child‟s future. Some children related it to the 

reciprocal obligation children have towards their parents, believing that children don‟t have 

the „right‟ to challenge them. Other children felt that children did have a reciprocal 

obligation but that it could not be invoked in all circumstances, e.g. for sexual purposes or 



 233 

requiring them to be sold. Perhaps this notion of „limit‟ could be used when educating 

children and parents.  

 

Freed‟s research (2003: 142) indicates that „being a dutiful and respectful daughter 

was important‟ to most of the women prostitutes that she interviewed. They felt genuine 

compassion for their family‟s hardships. They wanted to alleviate their mother‟s suffering 

and poverty in particular. They felt that they could help their families survive by being sold, 

and this gave meaning to their personal sacrifice of having to work in a brothel. 

 

The focus groups indicated the tension that children had of feeling that it was wrong 

for parents to sell children but feeling that children had a reciprocal obligation to their 

parents. Although most children in the survey felt that it was wrong (95 per cent), there is 

still nearly 1 in 20 children who believe it is always right or sometimes right/sometimes 

wrong. This is discussed more below. It is interesting to compare this with the attitudes of 

58 children (25 girls and 33 boys) interviewed by World Vision (Niron et al., 2000) in high 

risk of sexual exploitation, tourist areas. Most of these children (91.3 per cent) said they 

disliked sex tourism, while 8.7 per cent said they liked sex tourism because they considered 

that „it was an easy way to obtain money for food.‟ So, while a few children involved in the 

business may become convinced that sexual exploitation is acceptable, the majority 

appeared to be opposed to it. 

 

Perceived seriousness of youth violence against adults 

It is of note that although over 95 per cent of children said that a child robbing an 

adult at gunpoint was always wrong, 78 per cent of children said it was extremely serious 

which is noticeably fewer than for rape or selling of children. This may indicate a certain 

leniency towards some youths „needing‟ to rob because of poverty for example, or perhaps 

the feeling that threatening an adult with a gun (but not using it) which lasts for a few 

minutes is not as serious as the long-term effects of rape or trafficking. However, it may 

indicate a tolerance for gun violence that is of serious concern. 
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A ‘culture of violence?’  

 

In their history and culture (Chapter 2), Cambodia‟s religious tradition of non-

violence was noted, but culturally and structurally many traditional and religious values 

appear to support a „culture of violence‟ as based on traditional patronage systems and 

hierarchies. It could be argued that the functions of the traditional hierarchy in Cambodia is 

to make the most of accumulated experience of elders and protect young people from having 

to make decisions that they are not yet, through lack of experience, equipped to do so. 

Responsibility to make decisions in Cambodia is increased gradually with age, rather than 

the more defined demarcation between child and adulthood which may be exaggerated by 

defining adulthood as starting at aged 18 years.  

 

It may be considered that parents who love their children will want the best for them 

but parents may also be aware of the needs of the wider community. Ideally, both are taken 

into consideration but decisions may be made that are based more on economics and social 

fabric of the family and society than the individual child‟s happiness. Alternatively, some 

parents may not have the best interest of the child at heart. They may want short-term gain 

rather than long-term responsibility.  

 

It is legally understood that Cambodian parents have obligations to bring up their 

children but parents remind children that they have a reciprocal obligation towards them. 

Traditionally, this is likely to have meant caring for them in their old age, when the children 

were older and more productive and the aging parents, less so. But it seems to have been 

invoked in certain instances, more recently, to push children into exploitative forms of 

labour including the sex industry. While the decision could have been made because they 

were tricked as some children suggest in this study, it is interesting that the majority of 

children are aware of the phenomenon of children being sold. It is therefore likely that adults 

do too and may not be quite as naive as is often thought. Some parents may deliberately 

choose to sell children for their own short-term gain, rather than face their long-term 

responsibility. While the lack of infrastructure of the Government may contribute to the 

situation, people must hold some accountability for choices they have made. At the same 

time, it is understood that extreme poverty may leave some parents believing they have no 
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other choice and alternatively that poverty and multiple traumas may leave some parents 

believing that their children‟s lives could be no worse, and likely better, than what it was 

when they sold them. 

 

Although a vocabulary of rights is increasingly being used, the underlying cultural 

template may not have changed all that much. Many adults and children in this research 

seemed to believe that parents‟ right to beat children applied if they did wrong but not if 

they didn‟t do wrong, implying that sometimes adults beat without reason or not to 

discipline. However, parents who decide whether something is wrong may not always judge 

„fairly‟. Adults and children in the focus groups both said that parents had the right to beat 

children because they „saw the world first‟ which appears to mean they have more 

experience so are in a better position to decide what is right or wrong and were older so had 

the traditional „elder‟ rights of authority. However, the „right‟ to beat was seen to have 

limitations – adults said beating should not be „too hard‟. Also some parents said other 

adults did not have the right to beat their children, although for most this does not appear to 

include teachers who are given „parental authority‟ and from what children said this did not 

seem to include uncles, aunts or grandparents who also had the right to beat children. It may 

refer to adults outside the family home or strangers. Although teachers had the same „right‟ 

as parents to beat children, this was also limited to only in the school itself. 

 

Alternative viewpoints were given to this that the student had the same right as 

teachers and adults were seen to have equal rights with each other but this still implied 

difference from children. When one adult focus group said, „the father has more rights than 

the mother‟ as with other descriptions of „hierarchical rights‟ it was not clear if this was 

stating what was evident in real life or if it was understood to be set against traditional rules 

like ‘chbap srey’  or a real or imaginary international instrument such as the UNCRC. 

Certainly within applied Buddhism, a strong hierarchy is evident where the king is firmly at 

the top and ordained monks, who are men, are seen to be of high status while even nuns 

have a lower status than un-ordained men. Boys with disabilities are not allowed to become 

monks and people, including children with disabilities, are treated as non-people, made clear 

in the responses of one of the disabled children in the focus groups. This leaves the question 

about whether women and children are considered to be fully human (McKinnon 2006).   
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While controversial, it could be argued that in a traditional patriarchy, fathers make 

decisions about and for their children (and wives) based on their „best interests‟ and the 

interests of the wider community. Although this may seem an affront to those from the 

„North‟, in a patron-ordered society, the patron (in this case father) has the rights afforded to 

him to make decisions on behalf of the community (in this case the family) including those 

who are more vulnerable and requiring special attention, but these rights also carry with 

them responsibilities. It could be argued that where rights are assumed and responsibilities 

neglected this is not the true patron model. Rather than completely reject the patron model, 

some may consider it to be more appropriate to work with it and emphasise the 

responsibilities of fathers and their role in listening to and taking into consideration the 

perspective of their children. This may be more congruent with the importance of the 

parental role described in the preamble of the UNCRC and Article 47 in the Cambodian 

Constitution
76

 which says, „Parents have the duty to take care and educate their children to 

be good citizens‟ though this is „balanced‟ by describing children‟s obligations to care for 

elderly parents according to Khmer customs. .          

 

Children said that parents had no right to sell children even if poor and full of debt 

but recognised that many, nevertheless, did. Some children understood that violating rights, 

e.g. selling children, was illegal. Meanwhile, some adults said that selling children abused 

children‟s rights. Other adults said that adults had no right to sell the child if the child is too 

young implying that there is an age at which selling is acceptable. Although very 

challenging to conduct, more research is needed to find out on what basis some adults would 

make this decision, at what age it is „acceptable‟ and whether the child would be given any 

choices in what they would be sold to.   

 

When children were asked if children ever had the right to use violence with adults, 

some children said it was never acceptable „even if the adult wants to sell their own children 

and they treat children badly.‟ When asked why people don‟t change even when they 

understand about human rights the response from one adult was, „it is beyond understanding, 

but I think it is their habit‟ perhaps implying a fatalistic resignation. 
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 www.cambodiainvestment.gov.kh/cam/cambodiafiles/userfiles/file/constitution.pdf. Last accessed 16/11/2007. 

http://www.cambodiainvestment.gov.kh/cam/cambodiafiles/userfiles/file/constitution.pdf
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Children’s perceptions of how the current context can promote, tolerate or reject a 

violent culture 

 

Generally, children indicated that violence involving children could be prevented or 

resolved with help from within their community. However, a proportion of children also 

took an ecological approach recognising the role of the local government and police in 

implementing the law (e.g. Tables 5.30, 5.33, 5.41, 5.42) as well as the role of the media and 

education (e.g. Tables 5.31, 5.32, 5.42). This was also described in the focus groups, 

sometimes in detail even proffering suggestions and ideas. A smaller group of children were 

able to recognise and suggest the responsibility of government to tackle the sex industry, for 

example, to close brothels (Table 5.41). One focus group recognised collusion between the 

police and brothels and the children did not always accept that the accepted adult hierarchy 

were doing their job. A few recognised the role poverty plays (Table 5.41) and the power the 

national Government had to strengthen the law (Table 5.42). 

 

Although many children spontaneously understood a broad ecological approach, 

child rights‟ groups might suggest that all children should be taught more about the 

ecological approach to empower them in their understanding. This may also help them to 

feel that they are not responsible for different types of violence against them. Duncan (1996: 

343) suggests that „children are most likely to cope successfully with community violence if 

they have an internal locus of control, a strong sense of self-efficacy, and an optimistic and 

planful attitude toward the future.‟ Others may argue that informing children about 

something they have no control over may be more disempowering. 

 

Phillips and Alderson (2003: 175) have suggested that what undermines children‟s 

protection is „a power system that upholds a „parents rights‟ over children‟s human rights‟. 

Although the focus of their paper is on the situation in the UK, this could describe the 

context of Cambodia. They go on to suggest that:  

„Effective protection…requires not only legal protection of violence against them 

but a challenging of prejudice about them and a strengthening of their power 

position‟ (ibid: 176 my emphasis).  

 

In Cambodia, implementing effective legal protection, challenging deep prejudices and 

strengthening the power of children is in the early stages of development. 
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In my research, we can see that children have their own understandings and opinions 

about causes and consequences of violence. In addition, they also had ideas about what they 

thought was „right‟ and conversely „wrong‟, for example, in spite of social convention that 

suggests that children have a reciprocal obligation to their parents, children still considered 

adults selling a child to be wrong. If children assume that adults will make the correct 

decision because culturally they are assumed to be older and wiser (and if an adult is asking 

the question), then it may be harder for them to suggest that the adult‟s actions are wrong so 

it is impressive that even in a questionnaire survey they were willing to admit what they felt. 

 

Do children have an inherent understanding of what is right and what is wrong and is 

it influenced by parents and peers who in turn are influenced by religion and culture? 

Shweder et al. (1990) in cross-cultural research with children aged 3 to 13 years found that 

the tendency to view rules of behaviour as „universally valid and unalterable‟ increased with 

age among Hindu children in India but decreased with age in the United States. These 

findings challenge Kohlberg‟s (1963, 1975; Colby and Kohlberg, 1987) cognitive-

development position that all important aspects of moral growth are universal. Instead, they 

support a contextual perspective that children‟s moral judgements are shaped by culture and 

sub-culture.
77

  

 

Research with a representative sample of school children by Mullender et al. (2002) 

on their understanding of domestic violence found that boys generally have a less clear 

understanding than girls of who was responsible in scenarios of domestic violence. At 

around 13 to 14 years, boys‟ attitudes were seen to diverge from those of girls and continue 

to move adrift from then on. Boys were also seen to be more likely to „excuse the abuser‟. 

The researchers made the statement „some hitting between parents is OK‟ and asked 

children to state if this was „true‟, „false‟ or „not sure‟. In primary school, four per cent of 

girls and three per cent of boys said „true‟. In secondary school, two per cent of girls and 

three per cent of boys said „true‟ (ibid: 52). However, when given specific incidents, both 

age and gender differences are more evident. It would have been interesting in both this 
                                                           
77

 I believe that although understanding of morality is shaped by culture, there is still a sense of what is wrong that is given 

by God to children from a young age. It can be corrupted by adults and society but is still there. However, I understand that 

this concept is contentious and that Kohlberg‟s model is more appealing to those who consider empiricism to supersede 

faith, because it does not require a faith-based position.   
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school survey and my school survey to have been able to compare children‟s responses at 

different ages to being asked to comment on the statement „some hitting of children is OK‟ 

as well as other forms of violence against children. One might expect greater tolerance to the 

hitting of children but whether this would be different for different ages needs further 

research.   

 

Shweder et al. (1990) challenges Kohlberg‟s theory that people go beyond believing 

in rules and regulations to a progressively „higher‟ moral stage where the individual defines 

right and wrong on the basis of self-chosen ethical principles of his or her own conscience. 

They suggest that, those who live in non-Northern societies do not value individualism and 

individual rights highly enough to want to change society‟s rules and conversely imply that 

they value social interdependence too much. However, everyone individually deciding what 

they believe to be wrong could be seen as regressive because it eventually leads to anarchy. 

Laws are necessary for the protection of society and individuals. Cambodian children in my 

research, however, often understood the value and dignity of the individual child as well as 

the importance of society‟s needs. Nevertheless, where there are totalitarian and oppressive 

states there may also be a place, indeed a necessity, for individuals and groups of individuals 

to oppose oppressive states and their evil-doing in the form of civil resistance.  Indeed, some 

children‟s voices illustrated in this research do not appear to be accepting the status quo and 

where given a voice are able to make a significant contribution to policy and programme 

development.  

     

Children in my research saw the importance of a loving, nurturing family, supportive 

friends, neighbours and community and a society free of corruption with responsive and 

informative local and national government with appropriately written and enforced laws. 

Although they have rarely mentioned influence of religious leaders, their responses often do 

provide insights in some of the underlying cultural and religious beliefs. In addition, it 

appears that some have had education in child rights and see their value in educating 

children but they also see the value of educating adults and the public on an individual basis 

but also through the media. When children described the importance of educating children, 

they recognised the importance of emotional support and a compassionate approach to those 

both experiencing violence and the perpetrators.  
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Children’s understandings of who is responsible to prevent or intervene in different types of 

violence   

 

In the survey, children were offered a choice of different people who might help 

them following specific acts of violence. Some children initially considered primarily their 

own responsibility to try to prevent or stop violence. This, at first, is understandable. 

Children may need to act in ways that will protect themselves. However, children‟s 

responses gave insights into their powerlessness and sense of victimisation. Nevertheless, 

sometimes their suggestions may have been unrealistic, e.g. avoiding the perpetrator when 

he may be a close relative living in the same house or begging the perpetrator to stop the 

abuse. In this case, theoretically the responsibility of the perpetrator to stop abusing their 

power as the more powerful may supersede the responsibility of the child to speak out or 

protect themselves and in practice it may be the responsibility of other adults in the 

community or the state to intervene. Nevertheless, the child continues to feel responsible for 

not protecting themselves adequately, for example following a rape, illustrating further 

powerlessness. This is similar to research on domestic violence against women who said 

their own behaviour could have prevented their spouse‟s violence (MOWA/GTZ 2005: 32). 

 

Other children saw adults, especially parents, as responsible for protecting them. 

Parents were expected to provide a loving environment; community leaders were expected 

to provide a safe and responsive environment. However, community support structures, and 

even support from family and friends, may be less accessible in a structurally violent context 

where families are forced to work apart. Although this research cannot demonstrate the role 

of mothers over fathers, in other researches with children mothers have proved to be the 

main source of support (McGee 2000; Mullender et al. 2002). However, in the case of 

physical punishment, mothers or fathers may also be the agent of punishment, the one who 

feels aggrieved, the judge, and the counsellor. The licence for one person to do all these 

things is easily open to abuse (Phillips and Alderson 2003: 187).  

 

One adult response suggested a kind of referral system where „if the parents don‟t 

have the ability to solve the problem, we the members of the community can get involved‟ 

but fears and potential or actual negative consequences of doing so may make many families 

reluctant to involve others except in extreme cases. It might have been helpful to have 
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differentiated which relatives would have been helpful. Differential data might have been 

obtained for mother and father rather than „parents‟ and  siblings, grandparents, uncles/aunts 

and cousins for example which are currently obscured in putting them in one response – 

„relatives‟. The above responses also do not give an opportunity for children to report how 

they might be a support themselves to those experiencing violence, e.g. mothers, siblings, 

other relatives and friends. 

 

The confidence in peers (friends) does not appear to be as high as relatives and 

neighbours (it was between 11 and 36 per cent depending on the type of violence). Children 

felt that „friends‟ are least able to help if a child is sold or to intervene when being 

physically punished by parents. However, this may be because of the perceived 

powerlessness and inability to actually do something to effect change. Perhaps if a separate 

question about emotional support had been asked, a different response would have been 

given. Friends were considered to be key in supporting children in other research (McGee 

2000: 204) and the importance of this is described as being underestimated by adults 

(Mullender et al. 2002).   

 

Generally, children saw the solutions for dealing with violence in their own 

community which is probably because this is the environment they are most familiar with 

but may also be a recognition that there are so few resources outside of this. This is 

important in a resource-scarce environment. In spite of some research that indicates 

Cambodian family isolationism (Ovensen, 1996), children seemed quick to suggest that 

community leaders would intervene. This is similar to Cambodian research on domestic 

violence against women which also emphasised local resource people first (MOWA/GTZ 

2005:11). Children recognised the primary preventive activities of their communities. As 

Freisthler et al. (2006: 264) say, „the neighbourhood approach allows for primary prevention 

activities aimed at populations of families living in neighbourhoods with characteristics 

deemed high risk for potential abuse and neglect. Interventions that change neighbourhood 

conditions may have a greater probability of creating and sustaining safer environments for 

children.‟ 
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Police and teachers were also seen to play an active role in protection and 

intervention although some children not naively understood that they would not always act 

appropriately and would sometimes require „compensation‟, i.e. bribes. Children in the Irish 

Osbourne (2001) study reported mainly negative reactions to police intervention in 

situations of suspected abuse. Children in my research did describe how violence was 

sometimes used by parents, teachers and police to deal with violence perpetrated by children 

or adults and for some, this was considered to be appropriate. A few children went further to 

suggest involvement of NGOs and broader ideas such as the use of media in peer and public 

education, development and enforcement of local rules and national law, reducing alcohol 

access or closing brothels. Some children felt that education specifically on child rights 

could be of benefit though more research is needed about what aspect of child rights.  

 

A Cambodian epidemiological study conducted by the Trans-Psychological 

Organization (TPO 2000) in 1996-1997 found that although older age groups had more 

PTSD, anxiety and general pathology than 16 to 22 year olds, the amount of social support 

for this younger age group in the form of emotional support, esteem support, practical 

support and information was significantly less. It is of interest that people less than 22 years 

were excluded from the survey; it would have been interesting to have explored if those 

younger than 22 years would have scored even lower for social support.      

 

Intervention for peer bullying 

When children were asked who would help the bullied child and the bully, parents 

and teachers were considered to be the most significant of everyone and village leaders and 

neighbours would play a lesser but still significant role (Table 5.32). More research is 

needed to determine the likely efficacy of the request or of the subsequent help.  

 

 In the focus groups for my research, children suggested that police also use 

violence against children in dealing with situations such as bullying and that this was 

sanctioned by some children although there was recognition by others that the school or 

community should not permit threatening behaviour. 

 

 Children in my research suggested primarily that bullies needed educating (Table 

5.34). Furthermore, when children were asked what the school and community could do to 
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put an end to bullying children, the majority of children (62 per cent)said that children 

should be educated about child rights (Table 5.36). More research is needed as to why 

educating children about rights was seen to be helpful. 

 

Intervention for physical punishment at home  

 A significant number of children in my research have indicated that violence is 

used but is necessary as a form of discipline (Table 5.40). Graziano et al. (1996) study also 

showed that „children do not like physical punishment and the pain and anger surrounding it, 

but they accept it as a parental right.‟ Research by Willow & Hyder (1998) on UK children‟s 

views concluded that „the more children experience violence, the more legitimate that 

violence becomes.‟ However, children in my research generally believed that explanation 

should be the first choice when disciplining children (Table 5.36). Research by Ghate and 

Daniels (1997) with children in the UK produced a similar response, 70 per cent of the 12 to 

15 year olds believed that „talking to you and explaining what you did was wrong‟ was the 

most effective of various methods of parental discipline. Siegal and Cowen (1984) asked 

children and adolescents between 4 and 18 years to listen to stories describing different 

„misdeeds‟ and to evaluate strategies used by parents to deal with it. They could choose 

whether they thought it was the right or wrong way of dealing with it. The perceived 

appropriateness of each disciplinary technique varied across transgressions but reasoning 

with the child by pointing out the harmful consequences of their action (induction) was the 

most favoured disciplinary strategy and physical punishment was the second.  

 

When my survey asked what children could do to prevent them being beaten, 

children often put the responsibility on themselves. They felt that they shouldn‟t have „made 

the mistake‟ or „got angry‟. Some children felt that children needed reminding that they 

shouldn‟t dishonour the reputation of their family. This is similar to the results of Willow 

and Hyder‟s research (1998: 82) with younger children in the UK who also primarily put the 

responsibility to stop „smacking‟ onto themselves, even though parents tend to smack 

because of relationships and stress rather than the „misdeeds‟ of children (Phillips and 

Alderson 2003: 186). Willow and Hyder then ask the rhetorical question, „is „smacking‟ 

helping children behave better?‟  Children in the research for this thesis felt that the first 

response of children should be to beg ‘sampeah’. This misconception of blame needs 
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addressing in educating children. On the other hand, it is interesting that even in this 

environment of seeming utter powerlessness; some children felt that they could influence 

their parents for the better if they begged them to change.  

 

Children felt that education was by far the most effective way to prevent physical 

punishment of children. Similarly, in a survey by ISPCAN (2000) of key respondents 

(professionals) from 58 countries, 62.7 per cent felt that public education was an effective 

strategy in the prevention of child abuse, the highest score.  

 

In the SCF Cambodian report children talked about children being punished as a 

result of adult anger caused by gambling and drinking (Ennew and Plateau, 2005: 142-143). 

Similarly, children in my research understood the important role alcohol plays in physical 

abuse of children.  In the MOEYS/UNICEF/UNESCO survey (2004) 65 per cent of children 

blamed alcohol for domestic violence; two thirds (66 per cent) of young people said they 

had family members who drunk alcohol. When asked why adults turn to alcohol or become 

addicted to it, some children in my research were able to describe the root causes of broken 

marriages and family problems and also suggested the brothels indicating that husbands 

going to brothels caused arguments that led to violence. Nevertheless, children understood 

that alcohol could not always be blamed, the parents „beat the children when they are drunk 

and they also beat them when they are not drunk.‟ Children felt that neighbours and the 

commune chief could support adults not to drink alcohol and to stop beating the children. 

Others felt the responsibility was outside the community and home – the local child rights‟ 

organisation or government. Some children suggested that alcohol should be banned but 

recognised that this was dependent on government intervention.  

  

Children suggested that the most helpful person to intervene would be a neighbour or 

relative (65.7 per cent; 63.1 per cent). The expectation (and therefore faith in) the 

involvement of the village leader and police is also high (62.3 per cent; 45.6 per cent). There 

is a low expectation of religious leaders (5.3 per cent). Friends scored low (11.8 per cent) 

perhaps because they recognised their lack of ability to influence the adults in authority who 

could instigate change. Though it is recognised that police intervention could lead to 

temporary separation of adults from children and could be an effective means of reducing 
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repeat victimisation, not intervening may lead to more trauma even worse than the original 

incident. This was debated in an article in The Cambodia Daily, following an incident where 

a 13-year-old girl‟s foot was nailed to the floor by her mother as a form of discipline (Ball 

2002). The discussion was on whether it was better for the police to remove the parent or 

not. The response given was to choose what was in „the best interest of the child‟ but this is 

extremely difficult to determine as it is not known whether the mother could repeat the 

incident or do something worse in the future if she remained with the child or alternatively if 

it was a „one-off‟ incident. There are also very few support mechanisms in place.  

 

Intervention for physical punishment at school 

 Children in the focus groups indicated that teachers use violence to deal with 

bullies and some sanctioned this. Roland and Munthe (1989: 53) cite Siffels and van Beek 

(1984) who suggested that teachers should deal with bullies thus, „hit them hard‟ and „give 

them hell‟ although this is not backed up with research data to demonstrate efficacy of these 

methods! Nevertheless, this demonstrates that non-violent alternatives may not be used or 

considered appropriate by all stakeholders. The absence of this viewpoint in recent literature 

may be more about changes to politically correct child protection policy and implementation 

rather than an indication of what teachers continue to think and even practice in different 

parts of the world.  

 

Cambodian children in my survey tended to experience much more power assertion 

(where parents and teachers insist on obedience without explanation). They also saw the 

importance of parents and teachers talking to them and explaining to them „what they had 

done wrong‟ but indicated that they were often hit before explanation. Grusec and Goodnow 

(1994) suggest that the clearer the parental message the more likely it is that internalisation 

will occur and that children‟s moral development will be supported and this is likely to be 

the same from teachers.  

 

When comparing what children say teachers do use with what they think they should 

be used (Table 5.48), the majority of children say that teachers should use verbal 

punishment and in an Open-ended question only 2.6 per cent suggested physical 

punishment. However in a closed question with options, around 20 per cent suggested 
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beating with a cane and 18 per cent suggested beating with the hand but it is still 

considerably less than what children say teachers actually use (47 per cent; 27 per cent 

respectively). Some children also emphasised the importance of the teacher providing a 

good role model. However, more research is needed to determine whether any of the sexual 

abuse by adults was from teachers. 

 

In spite of memorandums from the MOEYS ruling that physical punishment against 

children in schools is forbidden in Cambodia, research indicates poor implementation. 

Similarly, rates were also high in other countries where it has been legally abolished – in 

Shanghai and Yanji, China for children in Grades 4 to 6 (Kim et al. 2000) and in Japan 

where mothers of 13-year-old children were asked to recall their children‟s school 

experiences of physical punishment (Kobayashi et al. 1997). This emphasises the 

importance of monitoring policy and legal instruments and not relying on only policy but 

also considering other methods of prevention such as educating teachers in non-violent 

discipline.  

 

Intervention for child sexual abuse and trafficking  

Most children‟s advice to peers was encouraging and positive but some advice was 

negative and patronising perhaps reflecting advice they had heard from parents. Of concern 

is when children label other children as „bad‟ as it may be harmful to children labelled in 

this way. Children in my research appeared to be confident in the police but according to 

Grant (2004: 25), „few women report to the police because of the social stigma attached to 

rape and the fear of police reprisal.‟ Furthermore, The Cambodia Daily on the 8
th

 January 

2007 reported how a 12 year-old-girl was raped by three policemen over three days after she 

had run away from home. Commercial sex workers report often being raped and physically 

assaulted by police as well as robbed (Grant, 2004: 32, 45). Also regarding seeking medical 

help, „few women present themselves for medical care or screening related to STDs and 

HIV‟ (ibid: 25).   

 

Children said that children needed educating from an early age. In research by Ducos 

et al. (2002: 36) Cambodian children themselves said that children as young as seven or 

eight years started to need questions answered about sex, „by the age of 11 to 13 years 
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young people have started to become worried about physical changes and are openly seeking 

information from others‟ and as a result girls recognise that „they are now viewed as sexual 

beings rather than children‟ with the fears of sexual coercion and „an interest in pornography 

and the location of brothels‟ among boys. By mid-teens, „young people of both sexes have 

developed an interest in having sweethearts‟ but „male sexual activity, including buying sex, 

is considered normal, while young women are expected to be virgins on marriage.‟ While 

HIV education tends to focus on sexual activity, in Cambodia there may need to be a 

particular emphasis on sexual coercion education. Also, when asked if children who are 

raped can ever get married in my research (Table 5.53) although 2:3 responded „yes‟, 1:3 

still said „no‟. This indicates that children need educating about the rights of children who 

have been raped.  

 

It was felt that for my research it might be upsetting for children themselves to 

identify who the rapist was but ADHOC report (2004) that 23 per cent of rape crimes 

reported to them in 2002 were in the victim‟s house while 55 per cent took place while the 

victims went to work at a place far away from home. Children need educating where rape is 

likely to occur with strategies to tackle potential abusers and rapists.  

  

Intervention for child selling and trafficking 

Kane & Saghera (2001) suggest that trafficking is generally described according to 

„push‟ factors that lead the child or adult leaving one place, and the „pull‟ factors that decide 

the place to which the trafficking victims move or are moved. Push factors include poverty, 

family break-up, violence or other dysfunction, lack of job opportunities, low education 

levels, sense of responsibility to provide for the family, discrimination or marginalisation. 

Pull factors include economic differentials, unmet demand for cheap labour, demand for 

sexual services often linked to the tourist industry.  

 

When asked why children are sold, children‟s responses in my research largely 

related to poverty, including the lack of money to buy even essentials. Children‟s 

understanding of the link between poverty and trafficking seems to be backed up by research 

by Seng Bunly et al. (1998) of ADHOC who found that of the 793 sex workers interviewed 

in brothels, 77.5 per cent said they entered prostitution voluntarily (entered prostitution 
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without violence or coercion) although how much „choice‟ they really had is questionable, 

but 22.5 per cent said it was involuntarily (deceived, kidnapped, abducted, lured or tricked). 

Children interviewed at the age of 16, 17 and 18 years showed that the rate of involuntary 

entry was higher than average at 39.3 per cent, 24.3 per cent and 28.8 per cent respectively.  

Of those who involuntarily entered prostitution, deception was cited by 72.8 per cent, 

abduction 10.7 per cent, friend sold 8.3 per cent and parents/relations sold 5.9 per cent. Only 

37.5 per cent had attended a primary school and 8.1 per cent attended a lower secondary 

school which indicates that children outside of school may be more at risk.  

 

Some children in my research indicated greed for money and possessions drove 

parents to sell their child which though driven by money, is beyond poverty. Others saw the 

link between poverty and gambling, leading to children being sold. Some suggested it was 

because they „did not value children‟s rights.‟ How valuing rights might change this in 

practical terms is not clear. These responses indicate budgetary advice and micro-enterprise 

projects for families could be a useful tool on a local level as well as poverty alleviation and 

employment provision on a broader level but may also indicate something that will change 

the heart of adults‟ intent on poor choices. Primarily children saw the role of parents, 

relatives and neighbours to love and protect children.  

 

Many children also described parents being manipulated, tricked or forced by 

traffickers which they sometimes linked to little or no education, indicating the need to 

inform the public and especially parents. Some children thought that parents thought that 

their children would have a future if they were sold, which indicates their confidence in the 

parent‟s integrity. Interestingly, both children and adults suggested parents sometimes sold 

children because they were angry which could indicate that some children may actually or 

potentially feel threatened in this way. Ways to enable people to alleviate anger seem to be 

out of the reach of most programmes, except that if they have a more secure economic base 

this may be less likely to occur. Conflict resolution training for youth may also make anger 

against children less likely for the next generation. Other children recognised that traffickers 

had a business with customers who required servants and prostitutes and were in it to make 

money even though they knew it was against the law. Prosecuting the traffickers seemed the 
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most appropriate way to deal with this. Children were not naive to the lack of law, 

enforcement of law from police and need of the Government to enforce the law. 

 

Alternatively, some children suggested that they „voluntarily‟ sell themselves, 

though how voluntary it actually was, is questionable. This is an example of reciprocal 

obligation in action, this time involving the grandmother and illustrates the internal tension 

of the child. Freed‟s research (2003: 136) with twelve young women aged 14 to 23 years 

(six from a brothel, six who had been rescued from a brothel) found that 10 of the women 

had been sold to brothel owners, four were sold by relatives, two were sold by boyfriends 

and four were sold by people who offered them false jobs, one was a widow and one was a 

teenager who was sold to a brothel, escaped and then entered another brothel. Freed 

admitted that the stories women used were often inconsistent and the narratives of how the 

deception occurred seemed to be missing. She interpreted this as due to the pain in admitting 

it was due to the deception of a relative or lover leading to dissociation being used as a form 

of coping.  

 

An innovative research project by Gourley et al. (1999: 6) with child scrap collectors 

in Phnom Penh found that children usually possess „a great deal of autonomy‟ in their work 

and even kept some of their earnings for entertainment. Although it contains many risks, 

children „accept the risks as a normal and acceptable part of the work.‟ Only 26 per cent 

attended the local school and only 10 per cent had finished primary school. The 

recommendations of the report were to encourage respect of what children could do, rather 

than what they could not do, and encourage their participation and responsibility in their 

own lives, e.g. contributing financially to schooling. As such it is one of the few research 

projects in Cambodia where children‟s opinions were sought and then acted on.  

    

Around a third of children in my research considered that public awareness was 

important to help children who had been trafficked and around the same number felt that 

dealing with the trafficker through the local authority was key. Other ideas were rescuing the 

trafficked child (23 per cent), and then a small number of children also considered physical 

support for children, emotional support for the victim, educating children and strengthening 

the law.  
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Intervention - youth violence against adults 

When children were asked why teenagers rob adults with violence, the reason most 

often given was that they need money or want money (44 per cent). After that, many 

children (23 per cent) recognised that drug and alcohol addiction was important. Some 

children also suggested that it was a criminal behaviour (17 per cent). A smaller number (10 

per cent) felt that it was due to not having a family or no support from family or being 

expelled from home. A similar number (nine per cent) related the robbery to sexual abuse by 

the youth. A small number understood that it was related to gambling (4 per cent), animosity 

with the victim (2 per cent) and no job (1 per cent). 

 

When children were asked how teenagers (involved in violence against adults) could 

be helped, children once again emphasised the importance of positive advice to teenagers 

(51 per cent) and fewer on what they shouldn‟t do (38 per cent). There was recognition of 

the importance of authorities dealing with gang members (18 per cent). A few children also 

suggested counselling, educating parents of gang members, strengthening the law and 

eliminating drug and weapon use.  

 

Limitations of the theoretical models 

 

All models have limitations. Whilst Belsky‟s model provides an ecological structure, 

this thesis is primarily starting from the Cambodian context. Although using concentric 

circles to illustrate different levels of causes may have some uses, there is a danger that each 

circle section is seen as separate when, in fact, they are interlinked and perhaps more three 

dimensional with a variety of different interfaces (concentric circles only allow two 

interfaces; one inside, one outside). Also the size or position of the circles can imply level of 

importance and as already suggested this research cannot determine the significance of any 

of the levels.    

 

 Similarly, in using Galtung‟s triangle (Figure 3.1) the lines that mark what is hidden 

and exposed and the line between structural violence and cultural violence may not be as 

clear as anticipated. The discussions earlier over whether selling children can be seen as 
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violent are an example of the former, where the difference between hidden and exposed are 

not always clear. Discriminatory policies towards certain groups may illustrate the latter 

where policy and prejudice overlap.  

 

 Elder‟s model (1998) also has limitations in that although the life cycle clearly 

changes as the child gets older some cultural aspects such as fatalism may remain 

surprisingly „stubborn‟ and other historical influences may have an effect longer than might 

be expected. The Life stages age ratio table (Table 2.1) which builds on Elder‟s model is a 

useful way of understanding the way historical events can affect children of a particular age 

in a particular year but there is also a danger of grouping children of a particular era as being 

„at risk‟ when this is by no means inevitable.   

 

 Finkelhor‟s research (2007) on poly-victimisation regarding children being 

vulnerable to multiple types of violence „goes against the grain‟ for those who prefer to 

focus on children‟s resilience as discussed elsewhere. From a policy perspective, children 

who are poly-victims may be the most „at risk‟ and require particular attention but whilst the 

more common types of violence remain hidden, taking appropriate action is limited if at all.  

 

 This thesis has perhaps depended too much on theories developed in the „North‟; but 

until better theories are developed by Cambodian academics who have a more intimate 

understanding of their context, then I am obliged to do so. 

 

Limitations of the research 

 

The research was not targeted at victims but the sample included victims and non-

victims who had witnessed, heard about or experienced sexual abuse in their community and 

those who had not. The results of both were considered to be significant because even non-

victim children know their own context and environment and can therefore make a 

significant contribution to the debate about what can be done to prevent violence and rape in 

their communities and to support the victims afterwards. 
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In retrospect, it might have been better to have asked children which types of 

violence they considered to be priority and focused on those, to ensure that the research 

reflected their priorities rather than ours, recognising that children are experts of their own 

experiences and should decide themselves what should be the priority and deserve priority 

intervention. More explicit questions on the nature of the abuse were avoided as these might 

have been psychologically harder for the child victim to respond to without the kind of 

psychological backup not always available. Questions were not asked on who did the 

violence and why and where they occurred as this could have been more traumatic.  

 

As one of the outcomes of the research was to consider preventive policy measures, 

it might have been better to have detailed questions about realistic ways to address violence 

but time did not allow this.  

 

Limitations of the visual prompt 

The limitations of using this particular form of visual elicitation was that the 

pictures, drawn by the Cambodian artist, may not have represented what the children 

themselves considered to be the types of violence they thought were most representative of 

their situation which might have elicited different responses.  In addition, the researcher 

influenced what he wanted the artist to draw rather than giving him „full reign‟ to draw as he 

wanted. So, for example, one drawing was changed as it portrayed observing children 

smiling when the child was being physically punished in school to more sympathetic faces 

which might have affected the children‟s perceptions. There are also ethical considerations 

that they may have elicited a memory that created more anxiety than one created by simply 

discussing it or answering a question.  However, the pictures of another child (not 

themselves) may have veered the children away from personalising the issue. Sometimes it 

was difficult to encourage children to settle down to partake in the requisite discussions, but 

making fun out of what were disturbing situations may well have been a coping mechanism. 

 

 

Limitations of role plays 

In this research role plays were used as a form of eliciting information, not through 

interpretation of the role play but as a way of enabling children to then speak about their 
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experiences. Encouraging children to „open up‟ may be considered negative where follow-

up is limited. The researcher believes that more follow-up role plays might have actually 

been helpful (rather than harmful) for children to have considered what they might have 

done or could do if they found themselves in an abusive situation. For example, „Forum 

theatre‟ is when a play is enacted and all or part of it is replayed and the audience is able to 

intervene to change the action. One of the actors takes the place of the facilitator, who helps 

to generate debate and encourage audience participation throughout the process.  

 

It is also interesting that in observation of the role plays it did appear that children 

often didn‟t like to leave situations „undone‟ and even in the follow-up discussion, showed a 

faith placed in authorities and individuals which did not seem to be reflected in the actual 

interventions made by adults as suggested by rights groups. This could have been related to 

children using fantasy as a coping mechanism. Fantasy heroes are common in children‟s 

literature and other media, globally, and Cambodia is no exception, e.g. films and traditional 

stories. Sometimes the police represented in the role-plays had more the appearance of a 

„movie cop‟ than their Cambodian counterpart!    

 

Limitations of the focus groups 

 Focus groups cannot provide confidentiality which may inhibit honest responses, so 

is not appropriate for asking about individual experiences of abuse (Ennew and Plateau 

2004). They can also be dominated by a few individuals or exclude people who feel 

uncomfortable to speak in a public forum. They cannot be used to produce factual data; 

„they simply provide ideas about what people think are the facts‟ (ibid: 229).  

  

Children are not a homogenous group. Focus groups have been conducted with tribal 

children and children in border areas and ethnic Vietnamese groups. More anthropological 

research is needed to draw out the differences between the different groups. 

 

Because of the researcher‟s limited skills in Cambodian language, translation was 

necessary for the focus groups and some information could have been lost in the process. In 

one of the focus groups, the only way to conduct research with a tribal group was to have 

translation from Cambodian to the tribal language, so this increased the potential for 
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misunderstanding. However, it was felt important to at least try to get information from this 

minority group.    

 

The children were selected by the Non Government Organizations. They were asked 

to get children representing their communities but the children selected would be biased 

towards those they knew so probably those who were more vulnerable. However, this was 

not felt to be such a disadvantage in the focus group where representation was not the aim.  

Research might have focused on one particular minority such as the ethnic Vietnamese or 

tribal people but the purpose of the study was to get an overview of the situation in 

Cambodia. Inevitably, this meant that not enough information was obtained on each group to 

gain a full understanding of the distinctiveness or the differences between these groups. 

However, this does raise awareness about the importance of doing research with these 

particular minority groups. 

 

Even though a tape recorder and digital recorder were used to record group 

interviews, getting adequate quality audio recordings of the focus groups proved much 

harder than expected in the noisy environments of Cambodia, so some information when 

transferring information onto the transcripts was lost/incomplete. Translations were made by 

a Cambodian with a good command of English and checked by another Cambodian. It was 

not possible to back-translate due to the limited number of native English speakers with 

good enough Khmer and costs.  

 

 In listening to the tapes it was not possible to differentiate between boys and girls 

responses. The researcher and assistants were all male which in itself is biased and may have 

affected the responses of the girls. It was considered whether to separate boys and girls in 

the focus groups but it was felt that the dynamic of them being together could provide 

additional data rather than limit the data so they were kept together. However, both of these 

factors may have limited what children were prepared to say. Nevertheless, the research 

assistants were surprised retrospectively that both boys and girls were as open as beforehand 

they had felt that in the Cambodian culture they would not have expected children to open 

up with the opposite gender present. Ideally, however, it might have been better to have had 

female research assistants interviewing groups of girls. 
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In a „culture of silence‟ it is very difficult to get young unmarried females to 

participate in group discussions and especially to talk about sexual matters (Chou Meng Tarr 

1996). In this research, the same appeared true of boys in the focus groups. When we asked 

children about whether boys were sexually abused or raped in the focus groups, they denied 

it.  It is possible that the small numbers in the focus groups did not contain boys who had 

been sexually abused, and the reluctance of boys to tell peers may have meant that boys not 

sexually abused would not be aware of peers that had.  Nevertheless, boys may have been 

more willing to admit it in the anonymous questionnaires. 

 

While questionnaires are standardised in nature, one of the advantages of the focus 

group role play work with children is that children have more opportunity to take different 

roles as „director‟, „actor‟ or „extra‟, to choose how much they participate and to say as little 

or as much as they liked. However, this method also had the disadvantage that individuals 

may dominate so that data gained is biased towards those most active participants. Where 

space to report back is limited, articulate responses also tend to dominate. However, the 

advantage of focus group over interviewing articulate individuals on their own is that they 

may be more accountable to the group, who can comment, agree or disagree with their 

responses. 

 

While it was tempting for the researcher to respond to comments made by children in 

a supportive way, this was avoided to prevent biasing the data, though ethically had there 

been a serious issue described that pertained to the child describing it, then the researcher 

would have spoken to the child at the end and explored the necessity of informing others but 

only as a last resort.  

 

  

Limitations of the questionnaire survey 

Finding out about Cambodian children‟s (and adults‟) understanding of how violence 

affects children may be done more effectively through use of ethnographic and participatory 

methods that build on emic perspectives than through survey methodology drawing on the 

researcher‟s concepts and understandings. However, other considerations were necessary 
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here, particularly the way in which the value of the research was to be understood by 

decision makers.  

 

In the questionnaire survey, the framework of the questions may have limited what 

children wanted to express (Mayall 2002: 112-119). In the focus groups, the use of drama 

may give more freedom of expression to those who enjoyed acting, but then disclosure may 

have been limited by the presence of peers as well as adults. On the other hand, the presence 

of peers may have given them more courage and support to speak up. While influence of 

peers can stimulate discussion and provoke a response, in contrast, peer influence in 

questionnaire surveys is usually discouraged so that individuals own opinions can be 

ascertained.  

 

Although the school research was supposed to be of 13- and 14-year-old school 

children, a number of children came from outside of this range. However, it was felt that the 

opinions of 12 and 15-year-olds were still useful so they were included rather than 

discarded. However, in our research, the data from twelve 16-year-olds and one 17-year-old 

was removed.  

 

Although we asked the provincial education office in each province to get a sample 

of school children that represented all children in their province, children were usually 

(though not always) selected from schools within 10 to 15 km. of the provincial town. This 

means that children‟s opinions in deeper rural areas were not obtained. However, some 

provinces are very rural close to the provincial town which in itself is small. 

 

In order to get a sample which was as representative as possible in the circumstances, 

it was necessary to do the survey with only school children. Unfortunately, this meant that 

large sections of the population of Cambodian children were excluded; for example, the 

large number who by the age of 13 years are in full-time employment or working in the 

home. More research is needed to determine whether street children or children who are 

primarily working are more or less likely to experience violence than those at home or 

school.   
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The school environment was familiar, but for some children it may also have been an 

intimidating and uncomfortable place for them to answer personal questions. However, 

children were present when teachers were asked to leave the classrooms and wait outside to 

avoid any of them looking over the shoulders of children to see their responses. This 

sometimes needed to be reinforced, and was the reason we conducted the research ourselves 

rather than leaving it to teachers.  

 

While some children in the focus groups said nothing, no questionnaires were 

completely unanswered except where the child was illiterate. This happened in only one 

province where the teachers did not understand that literacy was a requirement. In this case, 

children who had completed the questionnaire then helped the 11 children who had not. 

While this was not conducive to confidentiality and may have affected the responses about 

themselves, the children who helped appeared to be very respectful towards those who were 

not literate. They were asked to record the responses of the children they were helping, and 

not their own responses.   

 

Having a self-administered questionnaire assumes a certain level of literacy. It is 

possible that illiterate children and those no longer at school at ages 13 and 14 years may be 

more susceptible to violence and rape. More research is needed with children not at school 

but then representativeness is even harder to achieve. 

 

 When asking questions about sexual abuse, it was decided to keep it simple by 

asking whether they had been sexually touched on the genitals, firstly before nine years and 

secondly after nine years. The reason for this differentiation was that traditionally young 

children can be touched in the genital area, to tease them or to denote which gender they are. 

Since this does not occur after aged nine years, the incidence recorded cannot be discounted 

as „cultural‟. 

 

Children were usually seated in a similar way to the way that they would be at school 

– in pairs. They were requested not to talk together but as this was not an examination and 

we wanted them to relax and not feel intimidated this was almost impossible to enforce. As a 

result, some of the Open-ended questions have identical results which could indicate that 
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results were copied. However, this does not necessarily mean that answers were not what the 

respondent themselves thought. 

 

A sample of 50 children was selected from five different schools in each province 

rather than exact proportional representation where the smaller provinces would have had a 

smaller number. However, Phnom Penh had a sample of 100 children to take into 

consideration its differing larger population demography. 

 

Although, teachers were asked to include all children, including those with 

disabilities to be represented, in practice no children with obvious disabilities took part even 

though it is understood that children with disabilities may be more vulnerable to violence 

and sexual abuse. 

 

In addition, the need for confidentiality restricted the research to those children who 

could read and write. Even so, in one province - Mondol Kiri - it was necessary for some 

children who were more literate to help their peers who were less literate, and this may have 

affected the results. This was due to the high level of illiteracy among the Phnong tribal 

people.   

 

While multiple choice questions can determine prevalence and are easier to respond 

to, they are of limited use on their own, so Open-ended questions allowing for more detailed 

responses were also included, even though these were more complicated to translate, analyse 

and understand. To minimise mistranslation, there were two translators working on these. It 

was not possible to have a native English-speaker with sufficient Cambodian to back-

translate the data, owing to cost and the limited numbers of expatriates with sufficient 

Cambodian language.     

 

Limitations of the context 

 

The context of where the research took place should also be taken into consideration. 

For example, the focus groups were usually held in offices of NGOs, which most children 

probably knew took a stance against violations of children‟s rights. This may have affected 
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their responses. However, the impression usually given was that they trusted and felt 

comfortable with people in the NGO, and so they may have felt they could express their 

feelings honestly. 

 

Questionnaire surveys of children were done in schools as a familiar environment. 

Teachers were asked to leave immediately after the introduction, to avoid them looking over 

the shoulders of children, as it was felt that this might make them fearful or intimidated, 

especially as some of the questions were about physical punishment in school. It would have 

been interesting to have conducted it in a more neutral environment away from both home 

and school, but logistically this was not possible to do. Even a hotel or restaurant 

(sometimes the only buildings large enough to accommodate 50 children) would have had 

the drawbacks of being unfamiliar to children.  

    

It was important that the researcher directly supervised the process of children 

completing the questionnaires. On several occasions, it was necessary to ask teachers to 

leave the classroom, or not to look through the windows (which were unglazed) and over the 

shoulders of the children.  

 

The extremely hot climate and extraneous noise in most locations was also 

exhausting to work in, and in spite of breaks, this may also have affected both children‟s and 

researchers‟ concentration, even though this was a „normal‟ working environment.   

 

It could be argued that „individual opinion‟, especially of a child, may be considered 

a Western construct, alien to the Cambodian world view.  In contrast, surveys can make 

children appear homogenous and obscure the needs of particular groups. For example, in 

this kind of research, the views of minority groups such as tribal groups and ethnic 

Vietnamese can be subsumed into the „big picture‟. 

 

Involvement, feedback and dissemination 

It has been suggested that in order for research to be ethical, feedback should be 

given to children where possible (Morrow and Richards 1996). This was logistically not 

possible in this research. We did try to feedback the results to a group of children at the 
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National Child Forum, but an adequate response from children was not obtained. 

Researchers must be particularly careful not to misrepresent children as they are not in a 

position to challenge the findings that are presented (ibid: 102). Although children were 

assumed to be competent and involved in piloting the research, it is recognised that this 

research did not involve children as much as it might have in the initial planning, or by 

involving youth research assistants in collecting or interpreting data, which might have 

diminished the ethical problems of imbalanced power between children and adults. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Using this research to promote children’s rights 

‘There's flesh in every gourd and wisdom in everyone.’ Khmer proverb 

 

The primary purpose of research is arguably to extend knowledge. However, this 

research was conducted on behalf of an NGO in a resource-scarce environment, and one of 

its objectives was for the views and understandings of children to be heard by key decision 

makers. So it was understood from the start that this information would be used to facilitate 

a change to improve the situation for children through legal reform, policy changes and 

programme development.  

 

Perhaps one of the biggest research challenges of child-focused research is 

accurately enabling children‟s voices to be heard by adult stakeholders who will make 

decisions about them. Children‟s voices in my research are demanding protection, 

participation and provision but how can stakeholders be best placed to most effectively hear 

and then take action? The invitation for children to express their views inherent in Article 12 

of the UNCRC implies „the presence of a listener, a higher power, who will decide‟ 

(Reynolds et al. 2006) but who is ultimately responsible to listen and take action? Is it the 

Government, international community and civil society or their local community and 

family? In reality, it may be a combination of all of these. 

 

This chapter explores the challenges of communicating children‟s ideas and concerns 

in the cultural context described in Chapter 2, in which there are various competing adults‟ 

agendas and priorities. It explores the process through which the information reaches the 

decision makers, examining the agendas and biases of the major stakeholders; the 

researchers themselves, Cambodian children and their parents, International 

Organizations/United Nations and International NGOs and Cambodian politicians, all of 

whose information can be blocked or restricted. Finally it describes how the research has 

been presented to date. 
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Research bias and agendas  

 

Historical impact on research 

 

The political history of Cambodia in the past forty years has until recently largely 

restricted access to researchers from outside the country. The „Khmer Rouge‟ regime in the 

1970s killed most of the academics from inside Cambodia or they escaped as refugees to the 

„North‟. Although there has been a time lag between now and then, academic excellence can 

only be achieved where there are good teachers and good universities and Cambodia has 

these in limited supply, so Cambodian researchers, teachers, students at university and 

pupils at school all receive inadequate training. This means that often researchers need to 

train assistants from scratch as was the case in my research, rather than working with 

graduates.  

 

Ebihara (1968) has conducted the only existing full-length anthropological study in 

Cambodia. The lack of other studies is partly because from 1970-1993 it was, for political 

reasons, nearly impossible to conduct anthropological field research in rural Cambodia. 

Ovensen et al. (1996), anthropologists and development experts, conducted a literature 

review and a six-week field study but this is insufficient time to conduct participant 

observation and adequately engage with the culture. The agendas of external researchers 

„looking in‟ will inevitably affect the kind of research conducted and those areas which are 

equally or more important to Cambodians, may not fit with these agendas.  

 

Prioritisation and selectivity 

Even though violence to and by children has implications for a wide range of 

government ministries including education and youth, interior, justice, health, women‟s, 

labour, social affairs, it has attracted relatively little research. Of the six areas of this study, 

the area most researched is that of trafficking but a 10-year review of the literature (Derks et 

al. 2006) described information as „patchy‟ with no consistency in the way research covers 

different groups, sectors and places. Research tends to reflect the interests of the 

organisation commissioning the research and is therefore „not independent‟ or unbiased. 
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Research was predominantly conducted in Phnom Penh. Much information is described as 

based on assumptions not evidence (ibid: 34) 

 

Research in any area requires that researchers are present, or willing to travel there, 

and also that they see it as a priority. This applies equally to childhood researchers. In the 

international project „Childhood as a Social Phenomenon‟ (1990-1993) children were only 

selected from the „North‟ even though the aim was to determine what was common to 

children and what distinguished them from adults. However, it was recognised that 

„restricting the study of childhood to developed industrialised countries conceptually 

excluded 80 per cent of the world‟s children‟ (Wintersberger 1994:246).    

 

There is a danger of focusing on certain issues and excluding others. For example, 

there has been a particular interest in children who have been sexually exploited and former 

child soldiers. One of the main intentions of this research was to draw attention to how 

„normal‟ types of violence and sexual abuse have affected „normal‟ children. In addition to 

focusing on particular issues, it may be easier for NGOs to focus on physical abuse where 

the results are visible but the effects are relatively short-lived, rather than the emotional 

effects of violence which are less visible and under-emphasized because it is not widely 

understood. Phillips and Alderson (2003: 188-189) describe how Scandinavian countries 

now include „humiliation‟ in their law alongside physical punishment, following research 

indicating the seriousness of both. Ennew (1986) also points out that exaggeration of sexual 

exploitation – child prostitution, stranger abuse and mafia rings ends up detracting resources 

from family issues where more abuse is likely to be occurring. 

 

Researchers can also be influenced by potential or actual dangers to the researchers. 

For example, demonstrating that trafficking is occurring in a particular area may result in the 

cutting off of financial supply to individuals who are making money on the transaction. This 

could result in researchers being intimidated when doing the research or afterwards. Those 

with insufficient security arrangements or not willing to take the risk may prefer not to do 

this kind of research which may prevent or limit it from being done.    
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Certain children can be prioritised and others excluded deliberately or through 

insufficiently rigorous analysis of the situation. Similarly, results can be exaggerated or 

repressed deliberately or through ignorance about the actual situation. 

 

Exaggeration vs. Repression 

Fontaine (1990) commenting on two surveys in the UK in 1985 that gave estimates 

of adults abused in childhood of 3% (Baker and Duncan 1985) and 54% (Nash and West 

1985) said that although different methodologies were used to obtain these results, that low 

estimates could be used to argue the problem was exaggerated while higher ones „confirm‟ 

opposite views. Non Government Organization‟s can feel compelled to speak out at 

society‟s failure to „protect its most vulnerable members‟ and emphasise the most shocking 

cases and the most inflated figures to try to encourage public and governmental concern; the 

‘exaggeration’ effect (Ennew 1986). Others representing the opposing view who may not 

have been exposed to abuse or its effects themselves cannot accept that it can be so 

widespread or may be in denial for fear what the consequences would entail on a personal or 

professional level; the ‘repression’ effect. The way data is collected and presented by 

various institutions will inevitably be influenced by their aims and activities. Ennew quotes 

Aldous Huxley who said that those involved in moral campaigns should be wary of „paying 

more attention to evil than to good.‟  

 

The profile attained is related to those professionals who see violence against 

children as a priority. In the UK, professional awareness of child abuse by the highly 

influential profession of doctors raised the profile considerably and it is of interest that 

WHO have recently profiled violence as a global public health problem (Krug et al. 2002). 

However, Cambodia is a country where evidence-based professional training of doctors, 

health and community staff is still largely in the future. Communication between the 

ministries and communities, e.g. between MOH and rural hospitals and health clinics is still 

limited. Consequently, a full understanding of the consequences of violence and abuse and 

relevance to health professionals is limited. When I offered to present the preliminary results 

to MEDICAM, the interagency medical network, the response by a facilitator was that it 

wasn‟t really relevant enough to its constituents. It took twenty years before the X-ray 

diagnosis of non-accidental injury, identified by Caffey in 1946 was recognised; it wasn‟t 
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publicised until Henry Kempe‟s work on the „Battered Child Syndrome‟ in the 1960s 

(Kempe et al. 1962; Pfhol 1977).  

 

Garbarino & Stott  (1992:109-10) discuss how at the interpersonal level, several 

adult biases can be present in communication between an adult and child in dialogue 

regarding sexual abuse. A parent may be „taken off guard‟ by a child alleging sexual abuse 

by an adult trusted by the parent. They then have three choices; to accept the child‟s 

statement, discredit the child‟s report in favour of the adult or say that the child must have 

misunderstood the question. This might also be true at a policy level for politicians. In a 

culture where children are seen to be subservient and adults are seen to be more trustworthy, 

adult opinion is likely to over-ride that of children by policy makers as children‟s 

exaggerated reporting or incompetence is assumed.   

 

Correctness and political correctness 

As Sechrest and Sidani (1995) have said, „We need to take care not to get mixed up 

about the correctness and persuasiveness of our data. It is possible to be „highly persuasive 

and profoundly wrong. Conversely, it is possible to be quite correct and yet be unable to 

persuade anyone of (its) correctness.‟ In presenting the results of the research for this thesis, 

the response to the number of children who said they had witnessed a rape was particularly 

noticeable. Even though the survey is of school children from a wide geographical area, 

many people from different contexts found it difficult to believe that 23.5% of boys and 

21.4% of girls could be accurate. It is of note that those in decision-making positions may 

have little understanding of the context that could explain this statistic and appear quick to 

„explain it away‟ before adequately considering further investigation.     

 

In addition to this is the „political correctness‟ of the data. When discussing this 

research, one academic felt that researching and presenting material on violence from 

children to adult could create a moral panic or inflame an already negative attitude towards 

youth as „dangerous‟. In defence, the research has focused more on prevention and 

solutions, although it is not always possible to avoid information from being used in a way 

that is not intended, in this case, to potentially discriminate against children who commit 

violent crime against adults.    
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A representative from GTZ, the German Government development organisation 

appeared to be concerned about recommendations from my research on physical violence 

against children, in case it delayed the ratification of the „RGC Domestic Violence Law‟ 

which had taken over ten years to get from draft to implementation. They did not appear to 

appreciate that ignoring these recommendations could have had a negative impact on the 

future of children‟s rights.  

 

 In the UK, the Children‟s Rights Development Unit consulting with over 40 

groups of children and young people between 5 and 21 years found that children felt peer 

bullying was not taken seriously by parents or teachers (Dalrympole and Hough 1995). As a 

result, Lane (1989) has pointed out, that, like many children‟s issues, it only emerges onto 

the public arena following a dramatic case or scandal. Furthermore, he suggests that media 

concern is not translated into appropriate action. 

Co-operation and collaboration 

Stakeholders are more likely to understand findings if they have been personally 

involved in the study‟s design and implementation (Madey 1982). The author found this to 

be true when conducting a survey with school children in Northeast Thailand (Miles 1998). 

The Chief Medical Officer was involved from the beginning and subsequently used the 

results in developing policy and programmes in the province. In Cambodia, the lengthy 

relationship with the MOEYS proved to be helpful and developing a relationship with 

UNICEF gave the opportunity for the research to be profiled at the National Conference 

„Cambodia Speaks out on Violence against Children‟. Collaboration for dissemination was 

also sought through the NGO network Child Welfare Group and Chab Dai.   

Bilateral donors and UN agendas 

 

Researchers need money and so what research they do depends on what donors 

consider to be priority. Research in Cambodia on domestic violence has until recently 

focused on violence from men against women but little research had been done specifically 

on violence involving children.  Some research had been done of sexual behaviour of youth, 

usually in the context of condom use, due to the HIV epidemic (and there has been 
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comparatively more funding for HIV research) but comparatively little on sexual abuse of 

children, apart from sexual exploitation.  

  

Research is restricted because of the logistics and self-limitation of the few 

professional researchers available. While, the question of what is „useful‟ is controversial, it 

cannot be argued that there is an enormous dearth of even baseline data for developing 

countries compared to the „North‟. While Northern countries research comparatively micro 

issues, until this research Cambodia had no or very little research on child sexual abuse, 

physical punishment of children at home or school or bullying between children for 

example. Even though the Government is poorly resourced, this still seems negligent when 

UNICEF and WHO have been actively working in-country for over 20 years.  

 

NGOs and IOs are aware that donors are interested in funding research and 

programmes where there is current interest, especially if much of this funding comes from 

the public. They also want to see results. So, research that indicates a problem but does not 

present an immediate solution is harder to fund. Research on more intransigent domestic 

sexual abuse and violence in the community may bring to light a number of problems that 

cannot easily be dealt with, whereas research on sexual exploitation where quick and 

dramatic efforts to rescue is more appealing to both donors and NGOs/IOs because the 

results are more tangible (even though the long-term rehabilitation of children may take 

many years). However, the numbers of these children are far fewer and the root causes 

remain.   

 

 The current international emphasis on poverty reduction through, among others, 

meeting the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) is another initiative where there is a 

certain level of competition between countries and for northern governments to support 

developing countries reach what is hoped to be achievable goals. Children in my research 

see the link between poverty and children being sold. Nevertheless, some children are also 

sold or trafficked from relatively wealthy families in northern countries indicating that 

poverty is not the only factor involved.  Also some children from desperately poor families 

are not sold or trafficked so understandings of the other factors that precipitate vulnerability 

also need examination. 
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Although children have been sexually exploited for some time in Cambodia, the use 

of secret video footage by International Justice Mission, an INGO of children aged 7 and 8 

years old in a brothel, brought into sharp focus America‟s foreign policy on the issue. 

America‟s foreign policy has recently been the topic of much debate but politicians being 

shown this video footage was probably the single most influential effect on this issue on a 

national and international level together with the fact that this was also shown on public 

television (e.g. NBC see Hansen 2004) and therefore created pressure from its constituents 

(United States public and to a lesser extent British and Australian).  

 

What causes politicians to prioritise? The religious/cultural Judeo-Christian tradition 

of concern for the poor and vulnerable in the „North‟ and specifically the socio-cultural 

historical emphasis on abolition of the slave trade may have influenced politicians‟ decision 

making. Perhaps seeing, in this case, was more effective that hearing, even though it was 

only „second hand‟ via a video. Apart from the pressure that the American Government put 

on the Cambodian Government, it is not possible to know whether seeing pictures of 

children in this way would have influenced them culturally in the same way.   

 

Northern nations have had a long history of developing a welfare state where the 

Government policy is based on responsibility to its citizens, based on the Judeo-Christian 

principles of caring for widows and orphans. Even countries independent from colonial 

influences may still be influenced by the „North‟ through foreign policy and the role of the 

World Bank, the United Nations and multinationals. Many of these still have policies that 

are influenced by the needs, welfare or rights of its citizens and particularly of children.     

 

However, the welfare state might also be seen as an agent that exercises social 

control and „regulate interpersonal relationships in situations where some individuals are 

weaker than others‟ (Webb and Wistow 1987: 20, cited in Makrinioti 1994). In addition, the 

Northern exported model of government child welfare is primarily not to intervene in the 

privacy of the family arena but where adults in families are deliberately abusive to children, 

this may not be in their best interest.  
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As well as promoting child protection from violence, the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (1989) promotes children‟s rights to express their views freely in all 

matters that affect them (Article 12). Children not only have the right to speak out but the 

right to be heard. This was reiterated at the „World Congress on Commercial Exploitation of 

Children‟ in Stockholm, Sweden (1996) and a follow-up conference in Yokohama, Japan 

(2001) as well as the recent UN Study on Violence against Children (2007). However, the 

UN has also been criticised for being too dictatorial and not adequately consulting the 

opinions of its member States. Even at a local level, this has been the researcher‟s 

experience of UNICEF in Cambodia. If this is true then it is a poor role model of promoting 

better listening and inclusion of children. However, the significance of the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Child is described below. The UN Global Study on Violence uses the 

international instrument of the UNCRC as a basis for putting pressure on the Cambodian 

Government to be accountable and say what they are doing about it; but when the media 

attention is withdrawn is the focus maintained? 

 

International NGO agendas 

 

Although UNICEF has conducted some regional comparative studies which have 

included Cambodia, it has been the NGOs such as Cambodian League for the Promotion and 

Defence of Human Rights‟ (LICHADO), Mith Samlanh (Friends), Save the Children Fund 

and World Vision who have primarily conducted research with children and made it 

available to others even though much of this is not peer reviewed. Until recently, little 

research by International and local NGOs was published in the professional academic 

literature even though much of it may contain significant data (and has therefore been used 

extensively in this thesis). A look at the bibliography will reveal that there are few 

Cambodian academic researchers, and while established NGOs tend to understand the 

context better than academics coming in for relatively short periods, academics are seen to 

be more rigorous in ensuring that data is accurate. Both approaches have their advantages 

and disadvantages.  

 

In a review of research on trafficking in Cambodia, media, advocacy and even 

research of international INGOs were seen to:  
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„use emotive stories and use moralist language which do not contribute to 

understanding of the patterns, context or extent of the problem because the evidence 

is flimsy and the conclusions tend to be grounded in an unsubstantiated „mythology 

of trafficking‟ (Derks et al. 2006). 

  

INGO‟s who are the groups in Cambodia who are the most active in child welfare 

reform are encouraging the Government to play a more significant role in child rights but 

whether this will influence them is debatable. It is not always clear whether INGO‟s have 

the „right‟ to intervene or whether the Government is obliged to take into consideration their 

concerns. What gives them the authority to think that they hold the high moral ground? 

 

Religious right versus ‘Rights’ left  

The researcher is aware that doing research on behalf of a Christian organisation will 

inevitably have its „associations‟. One of these is seen by some to be with the religious (and 

political) American far right. In fact, Tearfund, (the organisation the researcher worked with 

to do this research) as a British-based Christian development organisation is less political 

and influential than its counterparts in the States. Recently, international media have tended 

to negatively associate all Christians with „American foreign policy‟ but this can deter from 

any helpful active dialogue.  Governments in Asia also prefer to be seen to be promoting a 

more „traditional‟ approach and promote abstinence in young people. Faith-based 

organisations and „American foreign policy‟ are perhaps scapegoated when the real debate 

should be with the Asian governments and policymakers.  

Cambodian politicians’ agendas 

 

 

The two consecutive communist regimes of the „Khmer Rouge‟ regime and the 

Vietnamese-backed communist regime with Maoist and Marxist philosophies both sought 

State control, but the Maoist „Khmer Rouge‟ desired, and to an extent achieved, ultimate 

control, destroying all vestiges of external influence and stripping the family of its 

fundamental responsibility (Makrinioti, 1994) in a desire to return to Year Zero. The result 

for the post-communist population might either be to either be fearful of any form of 

resistance or to go along with whatever the Government suggests, neither of which is 

democratic or makes citizens central to policy.   
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Empirical evidence  

Politicians and the media in the „North‟ have tended to be more influenced by 

statistics. Percentages of incidence make an impact. Indeed, it was interesting that the 

reporter of the Phnom Penh Post (an English speaking newspaper run by international staff) 

was primarily sceptical about reporting on the initial stages of the focus group research for 

my thesis because the editor felt there were insufficient numbers of children in the focus 

groups, making it invalid. Statistics generally appear to be more acceptable to government 

and policymakers in international organisations than what is seen as the „softer‟ qualitative 

data, more used by Non Government Organizations, probably due in part to cost. Education 

of government and policymakers is needed to see the value of both.  

 

Even if there is hard data about percentages of abuse, it is not always clear whether 

this will motivate the Government to do more than they are already doing. If abuse of one 

kind is demonstrated to be 40% incidence as opposed to 10%, this may not affect the way 

policy choices are made, especially in a situation where there are limited resources and 

relatively little acknowledgement from decision makers that they have heard and are 

prepared to act on data presented to them. However, in a society where most politicians do 

not have tertiary education and therefore would not necessarily see the value of 

„scientifically rigorous data‟, this perceived value may be a misconception. While it might 

impress the relatively small numbers of expatriates, it may not impress the Cambodian elite, 

who are some of the key decision makers and people who should be influenced. Indeed, any 

data on violence, trafficking and rape has the propensity to irritate certain politicians 

because it portrays Cambodia in a negative light and after a long history of violence they 

would prefer to be seen as peaceful and non-violent, especially when this draws in tourist 

money and other investment.  

 

Government attitude to human rights 

In Cambodia, the press has reported on the annoyance of the Cambodian 

Government at being pressurised by rights organisations and this has even led to arrest and 

imprisonment. Kem Sokha, president of the Cambodian Center for Human Rights (CCHR), 

and Yeng Virak, director of the Community Legal Education Center (CLEC), were arrested 

on December 31
st
 2005 and charged in connection with handwritten comments criticising 

http://hrw.org/photos/2006/cambodia/index.htm
http://hrw.org/photos/2006/cambodia/index.htm
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Prime Minister Hun Sen on a banner displayed at an International Human Rights Day 

celebration on December 10
th

 2005 (Human Rights Watch 2006). Although promoting child 

rights may be less emotive, the irritation at NGOs remains.   

 

Would governments be more interested in dealing with the issue of violence and 

abuse if the effect on the economy could be proven? It seems likely that adults who have 

experienced violence or been abused as children may be detrimentally affected as adults and 

this could well affect their ability to play a significant economic role but although WHO 

have used this to determine violence and abuse as a public health issue, these links are 

tenuous and long term and may not impress politicians who want evidence of their use of 

funding now or at least within their term of office.   

 

It is sometimes felt that an increasing role of women in politics leads to more 

humane policies and plans that benefit the vulnerable, including children. The role of 

women in politics, however, remains very limited. The prioritisation of the Government in 

matters to do with women and children is therefore also under-represented. While the 

previous Minister of Women‟s Affairs, Her Excellency Mu Suchua, was an educated activist 

and respected by the NGO community for her dedication to and commitment to women and 

children‟s issues, she was not favoured and so the power she has had has been limited.  

 

Northern economists have traditionally focused their attention on what benefits the 

private sector so those working are acknowledged, and then the family, children and caring 

work is seen as supporting the private sector, but perhaps more often as a drain on resources. 

Alternative options include green economics, where the planet is a primary concern or 

feminist economics, where women matter. Child economics would be where children are of 

primary concern.  At present, no economies in any country of the world are child-focused.   

 

Politicians may be keen to be seen as promoting a traditional cultural viewpoint.  In 

helping to conduct other research on access of pornography to youth, the MOEYS was 

concerned about doing follow-up education in schools because they felt exposing children to 

talk about pornography might make them use it, whereas in fact children were already 

exposed to it and the researchers felt children needed educating about making right choices.   
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Although the English language is spoken by many politicians, few expatriate staff 

speak Cambodian very well, so this can also create a barrier where relationships between 

politicians and advocates remain superficial. Other barriers between politicians and 

advocates may be less subtle such as personality clashes and political favouring and 

discrimination towards some organisations over others which may or may not involve 

„bribes‟.   

 

The researcher was initially able to secure the financial support of the British 

Embassy who stated in the preface of the advocacy summary research document „Stop 

Violence Against Us! summary report‟ (Miles and Sun Varin 2005), that the British 

Government were committed to addressing child rights‟ issues. When the Minister of 

Education was asked for his endorsement in a similar Foreword, he kept delaying until it 

was too late and we had to leave it out. Delaying is a cultural technique well known in 

Cambodia where one does not want to act and to cause the other person to lose face. By not 

doing what is required, the other person graciously pulls back. Then the person who was 

asked, does not lose face because they „must have forgotten‟ or „been too busy‟ (if asked) 

and the person who did the asking does not lose face with an embarrassing „No‟.             

 

Nevertheless, as lobbyists know well, persistence where time is less important, can 

also „influence‟ politicians. Much persistence was required with MOEYS to get access to 

children in schools but should we as NGOs expect child abuse be a priority when access of 

children to basic education and health is still a long way to being achieved? Even apart from 

these priorities, there may be other morally „right‟ or morally „wrong‟ „adult‟ agendas and 

who decides what is more important than something else? Is it reasonable to expect children 

to be involved? 

 

In disseminating the results of my research, it became apparent that politicians and 

others in the researchers‟ sphere of influence such as church leaders were uncomfortable 

with the way that it presented Cambodia to the international community. It seemed that the 

appearance of what the results represented was more significant than the actual results.  

Perhaps part of this can be attributed to the fact that there has been significant negative 

media coverage towards Cambodia, when Cambodia is tired of this image and rightly or 
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wrongly keen to present an image of a country progressing forward with some significant 

achievements. 

 

Ennew (1986: 142) describes how „the isolation of the poor leads to national failure 

which adds to the crushing weight of personal failure.‟ This could well be attributed to the 

nation of Cambodia. Ennew goes on to say that in this way, „Childhood becomes a valuable 

commodity in the power structure of relationships between developed and developing 

nations.‟ This is also acted out in the relationship between the Government and IOs, NGOs 

working in Cambodia 

 

Personal experience bias 

Cultural and social biases could affect the process of processing information in 

several ways such as the community attitude and definition of what is „abuse‟. Politicians 

and policymakers will use their own experience of violence and abuse as a basis for how 

serious they consider the situation to be and whether they feel that it is of sufficient concern 

to act on it. Denial of experiences and relegation to the unconscious may be common for 

many adults and so deliberate avoidance of engaging in the issue in any way may be 

consciously or unconsciously be seen to be preferable for personal psychological integrity. 

Furthermore, bullying, physical punishment in schools and home as well as other forms of 

abuse against children may seem to be relatively insignificant compared to the violence that 

many of the politicians had themselves experienced or witnessed in the past. Cambodian 

politicians are not a homogenous group, but whether they are moved by hearing about abuse 

and violence against children or whether fatalistic beliefs prevent or limit this is not clear. 

More research is needed. Could ‘kampia’ have an effect on politician‟s ability to hear and 

therefore act?  

Cambodian children’s agendas 

 

Phillips and Alderson (2003: 178-9) suggest that the: 

„Dominant view in Western psychiatry and psychology, adult public and media 

opinion is that children are vulnerable, dependent, irrational and unaware both of 

others‟ needs and their own best interests‟.  

   

They go on to say that this view is challenged by research in the South that show that 

children can be „independent in adult ways‟ such as earning a living and taking care of 
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siblings. However, although they do earn a living and have other „adult‟ responsibilities their 

opinion still rarely appears to be consulted by adults. 

 

Portraying children as voiceless, innocent and passive victim of abuse fails to 

acknowledge their resilience in surviving such experiences (Smith et al. 2002). It is the 

intention of this research that using children‟s voices in combination with statistics will help 

to redress this. This research indicates that children have clear ideas about what they 

understand and think and if given the opportunity are able to articulate these well. This is 

dependent on their experiences but as Thomas says:  

 

„We should not underestimate children‟s capabilities; their ability to reason and 

conceptualize; their understanding of causes and consequences; their grasp of social 

relationships, motivation and morality. Although children‟s capabilities are limited to 

some extent by immaturity, it is not entirely clear where those limits lie and not 

entirely predictable how they will operate for a particular child. There should 

therefore be a presumption of competence‟ (Thomas 2000: 35). 

 

Article 47 of the Royal Cambodian Constitution says that „citizens shall be free to 

express their views‟. Article 41 says that citizens have the right to freedom of expression. 

In the Cambodian‟s Government report to the UNCRC committee (RGC 1998), the RGC 

suggest that there are some opportunities for children to express their views but: 

„…children cannot exercise this right fully because custom does not allow them to 

challenge decisions taken by adults or to be present at discussions between adults.‟  

 

The same report went on to say that the RGC had „not adopted any measure which prohibits 

children from exercising the right to express their views.‟ Nevertheless, it said:  

„Children cannot fully exercise this right (because)…in Cambodian society, parents 

or guardians are habitually heavy-handed and do not allow children to talk a great 

deal. Because of such oppression, children lack courage, initiative and determination 

in exercising their rights.‟ 

 

Most children in this survey would normally have no access to policymakers at any 

level. In many ways for policy makers in Cambodia, children do not exist. However, this 

survey has demonstrated that many children can be as articulate as adults and if given the 

chance to speak out understand well the causes and effects of violence involving children 

and many potential ways to deal with it. When children feel listened to and heard their self-

esteem is built up and they can start to move towards becoming more participatory citizens.  
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In a society where adults have been afraid to communicate for fear of consequences, 

especially during the two Communist regimes, children, may be less afraid of potential 

consequences and therefore more willing to be honest than adults. 

„Cambodian children‟s opinions may be able to reveal much that is „hidden‟ in adult 

responses‟… „a carefully planned process of consultation with Cambodian children, 

rather than investigations of Cambodian children could provide the most appropriate 

basis for future planning‟ (Boyden and Gibbs 1997: 205).  

 

Since this was recommended, research by child rights‟ organisations of children in 

Cambodia has increasingly recognized the importance of children‟s opinions including: 

PfHR 1997; Forder 1999; Gourley et al. 1999; Gray 2001; Yem Sam-Oeun and Catalla 

2001; Dorning 2002; Ducos et al. 2002; Bearup 2003; Child Welfare Group 2003; Hudd 

2003; CYPMCR/Child Rights‟ Foundation 2004; Fordham 2005, 2006.  Nevertheless, the 

impact of qualitative research in influencing decision makers is controversial. 

 

Childhood researchers such as Mayall (1994) suggest there needs to be a paradigm 

shift in the way stakeholders and decision makers view children so that they are not just 

„beneficiaries‟ of adult interventions but also those who can shape their futures. Children‟s 

participation is located in the heart of discourses about democracy, liberty and societies with 

rights. It poses the challenge of who is actively included in decision making and whether it 

belongs to all members of society without exclusion and without discrimination.  

 

Children advocating for themselves 

The age at which children are perceived to be valid, of use or have political 

credibility is all important. In the „North‟, the process of citizens obtaining political 

credibility has been a long one. It is still not long since the working class men and women of 

any class received equal rights but the political validity of children is still questioned even 

though their understanding of the issues might equal or supersede those aged over 18 years. 

In Cambodia, the number of children is high (over 50% of the population) and politicians do 

not want adults to question their authority, less so children! In 1993, the elections gave 

Cambodians the first opportunity to vote but only if they were over 18 years old. It seems 

likely that this age was selected to come in line with international instruments rather than 

what was necessarily considered culturally appropriate. While women are starting to have 

some individual and collective agency, children still lack this. 
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At the moment few Cambodian children are registered at birth. This may be one of 

the practical barriers that need to be addressed if all children are to claim citizenship, even if 

it is not until adulthood. 

 

It will be a long time before children in any context, especially Cambodia, are given 

the opportunity to adequately analyse and find solutions to their local complex and diverse 

realities which are often at odds with the top down realities imposed by professionals and 

politicians. However, an important consideration is whether children actually want a 

political voice or would they prefer to wait until adulthood and when do they feel that they 

are adult enough to make political decisions. It appears that no one has asked them, at least 

in Cambodia, but if citizenship carries with it responsibilities and if democracy is the 

„fairest‟ way to govern, then whether „competence‟ to vote should be decided on the basis of 

age rather than other factors is questionable.  

 

Holt (1975), taking the liberationist perspective, proposes that the rights, privileges, 

duties, responsibilities of adult citizens be made available to „any young person, whatever 

age, who wants to make use of them.‟ This includes the right to vote, to be legally 

responsible for one‟s life and acts and „the right to seek and choose guardians other than 

one‟s own parents.‟ Although this view has been rejected by many, it has created discussion 

and arguments to defend why children should or should not be given responsibilities of adult 

citizens.   

 

While adults decide who they want to hear, what they want to hear and how they 

want to hear it, then can serious face to face discussions between decision makers and 

children be considered? Although there have recently been some high profile opportunities 

for young people to represent their peers at the highest level of the UN, is it ethically 

responsible to encourage children to enter a dialogue with politicians if the response is likely 

to be at best neutral and at worst negative?  

 

At the National Conference on „Violence against Children‟ in Phnom Penh in March 

2005, the researcher was instrumental in providing space for children to communicate their 
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concerns to the Deputy Prime Minister, UN officials and international NGOs. While the 

deputy PM was given the opportunity to engage in dialogue directly with children, this 

opportunity was not taken up. While this might be interpreted as lack of interest or a snub, it 

might simply be that Cambodian culture gives so little practice for adults to dialogue with 

children, especially those in authority. Perhaps there was more need to brief adults in how to 

dialogue with children than the other way around. 

 

One of the complicating factors of whether children have the right to self- 

determination is that apart from some aspects of decision making that affect themselves and 

those to whom they have contact, this has to be conferred on them from the outside, usually 

from an adult.  

 

In the study conducted by the Child Rights‟ Foundation in 2005 on UNCRC, it 

included a section on children‟s participation. When asked about whether they felt that at 

home their opinions/feelings were considered in decisions about them, 54% of children said 

rarely, 11% said never. Only 10% said often and 12% sometimes. While this indicates 

participation at the family and community level, at State level the figure might be negligible 

if at all. 

 

If Cambodian children could choose what they thought were the things that would be 

in their best interest, it would be of interest to know how different would they be from 

adults. Whether adults believe that they need to make decisions on children‟s behalf, either 

until they can gain this responsibility themselves or because they cannot yet act responsibly 

enough, they still need to ask themselves, „How can adults who are making decisions on 

their behalf genuinely represent children accurately?‟  If they believe they can represent 

children by asking their opinions and then presenting these to politicians/decision makers, 

then perhaps children should be helped to go directly to decision makers. 

 

In this research, by far the majority of children believe that children should not be 

raped or sold. If children themselves were able to make decisions that affected political 

decisions then perhaps development and implementation of law on trafficking, rape and 

exploitation would have not have been so protracted.   
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McGillivary (1992) is concerned that if children had autonomy to make decisions 

and then make a wrong decision then „what extent do we leave children to experience the 

unadulterated social consequences of those mistakes?‟ but alternatively the social 

consequences of not listening to children and giving them autonomy to make decisions 

should also be considered. Furthermore, this could imply that adults do not make mistakes in 

decision making which, of course, is untrue.      

 

…in the context of violence 

Mullender et al. (2002) suggest it is ironic to emphasise children‟s autonomy in the 

context of domestic violence where children and their non-abusing parent are under the 

power and control of the perpetrator. Nevertheless, in their research even children who have 

been abused find meaning and significance in the environments in which they live and can 

and do influence things around them in spite of adverse situations.    

 

The challenge in any research of this kind is not only ensuring that the decision 

makers hear the results but that change occurs to benefit the recipients but as Chamber‟s 

(1997: 2) book asks in the title of his book, „Whose Reality Counts?‟  If decisions were 

made based on children‟s realities in the context of their families and communities the world 

would be a very different place. But for this to happen would require those in power to step 

down, sit, listen and learn from those who are weakest. Servant leadership is not often found 

in politicians and policymakers. 

 

Adults listening carefully to what children have to say, and then putting it into a form 

that other adults can hear, can act as a bridge.  Nevertheless, for many activists this bridge is 

seen to need to be temporary only until they find better ways to adequately consult with 

children and take into consideration their opinions according to their age and ability.  

 

Although in both national (March 2005, Phnom Penh) and regional (Bangkok, June 

2005) conferences of the UN „Study on Violence against Children‟ 

(http://www.violencestudy.org/r25), Cambodian children were given an active role in being 

able to share their concerns to key stakeholders in government, UN and NGOs, but perhaps 

http://www.violencestudy.org/r25
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more creative ways of dialogue are needed where there is more active listening. Politicians 

may also need convincing that children are not simply acting as „puppets‟ of NGOs.   

 

However, those involved in decision making need to be prepared to make the 

necessary adaptations, so that they can connect with children. Presenting their ideas in what 

is still a very adult-centred forum is one thing but where are the opportunities for politicians 

to meet children in their contexts and in ways that children are not only not intimidated but 

where they feel comfortable?   

 

There is also a danger that these significant but relatively small efforts are seen to be 

more significant than they in fact are. They can provide International (UN) Organizations 

and NGOs with a veneer that that they are doing something that enables children to be heard 

but there is insufficient substance for it to have a lasting effect. IOs and NGOs must be 

careful not to focus on process and image rather than results.  

 

Later, the new Minister of Women‟s Affairs attended the regional conference of the 

„UN Study on Violence‟ in Bangkok, where she expressed her concern that the figures even 

of the questionnaire were based on a relatively small number of children and therefore could 

not be seen to represent the true nature of the problem. Interestingly, the response to her of 

those attending the presentation was an audible groan and the chairperson, a senior 

government minister from Samoa, reminded Her Excellency that until more extensive 

research was possible, that this research should be taken seriously. 

 

Further responses from ministers gave other indications of how the Cambodian 

Government were responding to the report. Even a few days before the regional meetings in 

Bangkok, the researcher was invited to present some of the findings of the report to a group 

of senior politicians from the Ministries of Education, Health, Social Welfare, Justice and 

Women‟s Affairs. There were two main responses from the chairwoman, one was to 

question the seriousness of sexual abuse of boys compared to the girls‟ loss of virginity and 

potential of pregnancy, and the second was to question the researcher‟s „zero tolerance‟  to 

violence against children. The latter question was likely to have been said in the spirit of 

trying to find a way of tackling the problem, in a way that would be acceptable to the 
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Government Council of Ministers. However, it illustrates one of the problems adults have 

when protecting children from violence. Phillips & Alderson (2003: 191-192) suggest that 

too much effort can be put into placating power holders and „win[ning] over adults rather 

than alter[ing] children‟s lowly status.‟ They suggest that: 

„Adults working to protect children from violence need to shift from merely trying to 

civilize adult dominance to beginning to question it‟ (ibid: 192).  

 

They go on to say that although: 

„To excuse limited parental violence and to leave parental power unchallenged may 

help to make the message more palatable to voters; it does not solve the problem or 

its origins.‟ 

 

and recommend an increased role for children in the child protection agenda.  

 

Promoting rights 

 

Promoting rights in a situation where rights are being violated every day can seem 

little more than symbolic. This reminds me of the time I worked in Site 2 refugee camp and 

the UN decided to celebrate human rights day. Although children enjoyed experiencing the 

thrill of seeing an elephant for the first time, the celebration did nothing to change the 

situation and for some it may have compounded their feelings of „rightlessness‟.  

 

Providing children with information about their rights against violence and abuse, 

may similarly compound their feelings of oppression when they realise that they are 

supposed to be protected from it, but are not.  Providing children with contexts which might 

enable them to speak out with decision makers may also compound their feelings of 

„voicelessness‟ when they realise, as so many other youths have in similar contexts, that no 

one is listening or they are listening at the time but then not using any of the information as 

promised or at least indicated.  

 

Pushing human rights may be importing a view of citizenship into a context that is 

not fully understood by those pushing their agenda. Historically, young people in Cambodia 

have gradually been given responsibility to work and take responsibility for parents and 

have a voice in their community, albeit in the context of a strict hierarchy. Focusing on 
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international rights may either be misunderstood or subsumed into the existing hierarchy or 

there may be an over-emphasis on child protection of people under 18 years over child 

participation which has the effect of disempowering youth who previously might have been 

able to make at least some decisions, at least at a community level.  

 

Child rights‟ advocates may be learning how to be more effective in utilising 

„democratic‟ processes to enable children to speak to adults but it may be necessary to focus 

more attention on working with adults so they understand how to listen to children. The 

challenge is that in a country like Cambodia the ability of advocates to enable this to happen 

is limited. Bearing in mind these limitations, the UNCRC may still provide the best 

available opportunity to move forward the process of meeting the needs of the world‟s 

poorest and most vulnerable children. 

 

Presenting the results 

 

This section explores the way in which the results of this research were strategically 

disseminated. Dissemination requires funding. The research has been used to raise 

awareness in Cambodia about how Cambodian children experience violence and how their 

voices can influence policy and legal reform. The research has also been used to raise 

awareness internationally about the situation of children in Cambodia, the extent of 

trafficking but as important, doing research with children including creative methods and 

children‟s active participation. 
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Figure 8.1 Research dissemination 

 

It was realised towards the end of the research that the budget to conduct the research 

barely covered anything to adequately launch the research and pay for translation and 

publication of the results. It was seriously considered whether to do six separate reports 

covering each issue of violence. A draft was produced of the rape report and this created 

some interest but some said it was rather lengthy if it was to be widely read. The regional 

conference for the UN Study was approaching quickly so it was decided to do two summary 

reports; one to be made available in time for the regional conference in June 2005 and the 

second by the end of that year. This also gave us a chance to make well-designed reports and 

find funding for the second report. In the end, the second report was not completed until 

June 2006 but then a re-launch of the report could be made through the British Embassy 
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with emphasis on issues not yet covered. It was originally hoped that the results could be 

presented to a selection of representatives from the Ministries of Education, Health and 

Social Welfare of the Royal Government of Cambodia as well as International 

Organizations and Non Government Organizations. However, it was not envisioned that the 

„UN Study on Children & Violence‟ would provide such a good platform to present the 

research in-country and in-region and this became the primary method of dissemination. 

Figure 8.1 demonstrates the wide range of stakeholders to whom the research has been 

disseminated. They are described in more detail below. 

 

Cambodian Government, UN agencies and INGOs  

 

In 2005, the Royal Government of Cambodia had to respond to the UN with two 

significant reports.  

1. A response to the „UN Study on Violence against Children‟ which has been mandated by 

the General Assembly „to draw together existing research and relevant information about the 

forms, causes and impact of violence which affects children.‟
78

  

2. A response to how Cambodia is moving further towards achieving the rights of the child 

as proposed in the „United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child‟ (UNCRC).
79

  

Using these kind of forums to present results enabled stronger accountability. It is hoped that 

the research helped the Government in their responses. 

 

The report was strategically presented to the Child Welfare Group (CWG) to ask for 

their support. Following approval of the leadership, the research was presented as a CWG 

coalition report rather than Tearfund. Having multiple donors also strengthened this 

position.    

 

In a rapidly changing situation, it was important to be aware of consultations that the 

research could feed into. On the 3
rd

 and 4
th

 of February 2005, a National Consultative 

Meeting on Rights-based Education was held in the Senate of the Kingdom of Cambodia, 

organised by the MOEYS with UNESCO and the Office for the ONHCHR 

(UNESCO/Quino 2005). At this meeting, I was able to present the results of physical 

                                                           
78 www.violencestudy.org/r25  
79 www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/0/80256404004ff315c125638800542a65?OpenDocument 

http://www.violencestudy.org/r25
http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/0/80256404004ff315c125638800542a65?OpenDocument
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punishment against children by teachers and used the opportunity to recommend making it 

illegal to use physical punishment in school rather than only policy. The draft new 

Education Act currently awaiting approval of the Council of Ministers would make physical 

punishment illegal.  

 

The initial research analysis of the questionnaire survey was presented to children 

and adults at the Children‟s Forum and the Adults‟ Forum of the National „Cambodia 

Speaks Out on Violence Against Children‟ Conference on March 9
th

 and 10
th

 of 2005. These 

were high level meetings with the support of UNICEF and the Royal Government of 

Cambodia (RGC). This process enabled 15 groups of children from 10 different provinces to 

present to the RGC their concerns about violence through making statements, banners, 

drawing and drama.  The first research report was also presented in hard copy at these 

forums.  

 

This conference was a launch pad for advocacy efforts of key stakeholders including 

Ministries of Education, Health and Social Affairs, Women‟s Affairs, Justice and Interior of 

the RGC and also UNICEF, UNESCO and the NGO community through various NGO 

coalitions.  

 

Presentations were also made to a select group of key Government stakeholders on 

invitation by the RGC Ministry of Social Affairs in June 2005 and also to the Child Welfare 

Group in May 2005. It was also used in preparation for the regional UN Study conference on 

Violence against Children held in June 2005. Part of this research was presented at these 

meetings too. All regional consultations contributed to the final report to the UN Secretary 

General. 

 

Hard copies were attractively designed, with photos and graphs, attempting to keep 

the language uncomplicated. 500 hard copies of each report in both English and Khmer 

copies were widely distributed at the various conferences and presentations and also to the 

UNICEF, CDRI and Chab Dai resource libraries in Phnom Penh. The first report was made 

available for download in pdf file on the website www.kone-kmeng.org  in June 2005 and 

the second report followed in June 2006 in both English and Cambodian.  

http://www.kone-kmeng.org/
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The research was reported in The Cambodian Daily and Phnom Penh Post. 

 

Cambodian children and adults    

 

Furthermore, information from the research was also used to develop a public 

information TV slot and posters, the teachers' training manuals for two „Safe Children‟ 

karaoke video training packs (one for children aged 7 to 11 years of age and one for the 

youth aged 12 to 17 years of age) facilitated by Tearfund, produced by Resource 

Development International (RDI) (www.rdic.org/studiopage.htm) and largely funded by the 

British Embassy, was launched in June 2005. All NGOs were/are invited to use this product 

through an advert in the papers and a one-day workshop presented the initial results of this 

survey and how to use the training packs. Training was also given to train teachers through 

the MOEYS.  It is currently being modified to use in a series of programmes designed by 

RDI for Cambodian TV. Two comics were also produced to distribute to children; one 

addressing the negative self-talk following sexual abuse and another, violence in the home. 

 

In retrospect, there should have been more time given to feeding back the results of 

the research to children and getting their responses on how it should be used. An attempt to 

do this was made at the National Child Forum on March 10
th

 2005 but insufficient time was 

allowed and it was too close to the launch to get any meaningful feedback. 

 

International researchers and child rights’ advocates  

 

Presenting the relevant sections of the focus group results to the 2
nd

 World Congress 

on Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children at Yokohama in Japan in December 2001 

enabled discussions over methodology of research with children. The research was 

presented to other researchers at the ISPCAN 15
th

 International Congress on Child Abuse & 

Neglect in Brisbane, Australia in 2003. The second phase report was also presented at the 6
th

 

ISPCAN Asian Regional Conference in Singapore in November 2005 focusing on lessons 

learnt from the process. The research in this thesis was also profiled in the ISPCAN World 

Perspectives Report 2005 as an example of where research has been effectively used to 

promote change and in the UNICEF (2006) Regional Assessment. In 2006, it was also put 

http://www.rdic.org/studiopage.htm
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on the Eldis Children & Young People Reporter website for development researchers
80

 and 

the SCF Child Rights’ Information Network
81

, „the Source‟ 
82

 child health and World Vision 

advocacy
83

 websites for those involved in child rights. Relevant sections were also posted on 

the www.endphysicalpunishment.org website which focuses on different countries‟ 

responses to physical punishment in the school and home and the www.childtrafficking.org 

website which focuses on the trafficking of children. The latter was also made into a CD. In 

2007, an article was published in the peer review journal Child Abuse Review (Miles and 

Thomas 2008). English hard copies were also donated to the School of Oriental and African 

Studies (SOAS) in London and the Centre for International Child Health, University 

College London, primary sources of research of this nature in London and the University of 

Swansea, Wales. 

 

Cambodian researchers, ‘sangha’ and church leaders 

 

Different sections of the research were presented at the Royal University of Phnom 

Penh „Socio-cultural Research Congress‟ on Cambodia in November 2001, 2002, 2004 and 

2005. This forum attracts a wide range of socio-cultural researchers and academics from 

around the world as well as a number of „sangha’. The Evangelical Fellowship of Cambodia 

leadership specifically requested information on how the research was being disseminated 

and it was used in training faith-based organisation childcare workers receiving training on 

the Celebrating Children course (www.celebratingchildrentraining.info) which has now 

trained 350 workers over 5 years. An article was written on physical punishment for 

Cambodian pastors in the bilingual theological journal „Honeycomb‟ (Miles 2003).     

The research methodology was also adapted by World Vision for use on further research on 

gender-based violence (Fordham 2005) against girls and sexual abuse on boys (Hilton 2008)  

 

 
                                                           
80 www.eldis.org/cf/search/disp/docdisplay.cfm?doc=DOC20697&resource=f1children 

 www.eldis.org/cf/search/disp/docdisplay.cfm?doc=DOC21681&resource=f1children 
81 www.crin.org/resources/infoDetail.asp?ID=7376&flag=report and www.crin.org/resources/infodetail.asp?id=8958  
82http://asksource.ids.ac.uk/cf/display/bibliodisplay.cfm?db=biball&ID=36010&StartRow=1&search=violence%20&displa

y=ful 
83www.globalempowerment.org/policyAdvocacy/pahome2.5.nsf/cractionnews/959D0DDEB18DA9668825714D00250470

?OpenDocument 

www.globalempowerment.org/PolicyAdvocacy/pahome2.5.nsf/alleports/6CA8A2FBB1685F8B8825714D007D4E50?Ope

nDocument 

 

http://www.endcorporalpunishment.org/
http://www.childtrafficking.org/
http://www.celebratingchildrentraining.info0/
http://www.eldis.org/cf/search/disp/docdisplay.cfm?doc=DOC20697&resource=f1children
http://www.eldis.org/cf/search/disp/docdisplay.cfm?doc=DOC21681&resource=f1children
http://www.crin.org/resources/infoDetail.asp?ID=7376&flag=report
http://www.crin.org/resources/infodetail.asp?id=8958
http://asksource.ids.ac.uk/cf/display/bibliodisplay.cfm?db=biball&ID=36010&StartRow=1&search=violence%20&display=ful
http://asksource.ids.ac.uk/cf/display/bibliodisplay.cfm?db=biball&ID=36010&StartRow=1&search=violence%20&display=ful
http://www.globalempowerment.org/policyAdvocacy/pahome2.5.nsf/cractionnews/959D0DDEB18DA9668825714D00250470?OpenDocument
http://www.globalempowerment.org/policyAdvocacy/pahome2.5.nsf/cractionnews/959D0DDEB18DA9668825714D00250470?OpenDocument
http://www.globalempowerment.org/PolicyAdvocacy/pahome2.5.nsf/alleports/6CA8A2FBB1685F8B8825714D007D4E50?OpenDocument
http://www.globalempowerment.org/PolicyAdvocacy/pahome2.5.nsf/alleports/6CA8A2FBB1685F8B8825714D007D4E50?OpenDocument
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International faith-based organisations 

 

Research was made available through the Viva Network Asha Forum website which 

focuses on a Christian response to sexual abuse and exploitation 
84

as an example of 

advocacy. Some of the research was also contained in the „Faith-based Guide‟
85

 for the 

„Amazing Grace‟  film to challenge UK faith leaders to address modern day slavery and 

described in a presentation to US faith leaders at the Global Leaders Forum in October 2007 

in Arlington, Virginia, USA. 

 

UK forums 

 

The research has been presented at the University of Swansea in different 

departments: Childhood, Development Studies, Philosophy and Anthropology. Presentations 

were also given at the Institute of Child Health (UCL) in London and Child Health 

Department of the University of Warwick. Relevant sections of the research were also 

presented as part of a series of presentations and a workbook on slavery in south Wales at 

Swansea Museum, the National Waterfront Museum (also in Swansea), and the Newport 

Museum as well as a documentary „Money and Manacles‟ for Teeside Museum in England 

in 2007. 

 

Summary 

 

The process of information getting from the child to the politician is a precarious 

one. Quite apart from the cultural and cross-cultural challenges inherent in the researcher 

getting information from children, both similar and diverse cultural and cross-cultural 

challenges exist in getting information from the researcher to the politician and ensuring that 

the information is understood. The author is aware that he is influenced by rights and faith-

based organisations and peers and his own political and religious beliefs. The child is 

influenced by their parent‟s agenda as well as teachers and peers. The politician is 

influenced by the political climate and international pressure as well as their own priorities.  

                                                           
84

 www.Viva.org/asha 
85 www.amazinggracethemovie.co.uk/_pdf/ag_faithguide_uk.pdf 

http://www.viva.org/asha
http://www.amazinggracethemovie.co.uk/_pdf/ag_faithguide_uk.pdf
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In the end, it is Cambodians who will need to decide if and how they are willing to 

change the situation for children. The Council of Ministers will need to give greater priority 

to children. The MOEYS could be stricter about sanctions on physical punishment and teach 

teachers non-violent methods of discipline. The Ministry of Interior could get more involved 

in prosecuting against cruelty towards children as well as the trafficking and selling of 

children and monitor and train the police to be aware of children‟s needs. The Ministry of 

Health could recognise violence against children as a public health problem that needs their 

powerful attention. The Ministry of Culture can do much to clamp down on violence and 

pornography available on television, films and DVDs. The Buddhist patriarchs as well as the 

Christian church leadership and the Islamic Imams could do more to promote non-violence 

and emphasise more the great traditional teachings of dignity, tolerance and compassion.  

 

 



 290 

Chapter 9 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

‘You must battle on like a termite.’
86

 Khmer proverb 

 

This concluding chapter returns to the research questions posed in the Introduction, 

and considers how successfully they have been addressed. It reviews the methodological 

approach, considering what might have been done differently. Finally, it sets out my plans to 

use the research in practice and to develop it further.  

 

If we refer back to the research questions illustrated in Fig 1.1, we can see that this 

research has demonstrated that significant levels of violence are experienced by children in 

terms of bullying and of physical punishment at home and school, and that boys reported 

higher incidence than girls. In addition, sexual abuse, selling of children and youth violence 

is also at a level that requires further investigation. The results of this research present a 

context where „ordinary‟ children experience significant levels of violence, which I argue 

are not adequately considered in policy and programmes.     

 

The majority of children considered violence involving children to be unacceptable. 

The intensity of unacceptability or acceptability varied depending on the type of violence. A 

surprisingly high number of children considered bullying to be extremely serious or serious 

compared to other forms of violence (Table 5.23). This has particular implications if we 

consider children‟s participation in prioritisation for policy to be important. Children who 

had experienced physical punishment at home or school were more likely to consider it to be 

„sometimes right‟ or „wrong‟ (as opposed to „always wrong‟), which may possibly make 

them more vulnerable to violence. Children appeared to consider that rights were 

hierarchical so that adults have more rights than children, which is very different from the 

equity rights embedded in the UNCRC. This may also re-enforce children‟s vulnerability to 

violence, especially where adults also believe that rights are hierarchical. The data on adults‟ 

                                                           
86

 Although termites are small, when they work together they can make a significant impact on something that may seem 

insurmountable.   
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opinions was limited, but it does appear that children may have different ideas from their 

parents. Whether these ideas become more tolerant to violence as they get older is yet to be 

seen.      

 

Both qualitative and quantitative data indicate links between different types of 

violence involving children.  Around 40 to 50% of children who had experienced bullying, 

or physical punishment in home or school had experienced poly-victimisation; two or more 

other types of violence described. Children who had experienced bullying, physical 

punishment at home or school were also statistically more likely to experience sexual abuse 

or being sold. Indications were that some children are more vulnerable to violence including 

specific groups such as children who live with an older sister only. 

 

From the socio-cultural and historical evidence presented in Chapter 2, triangulated 

with the results from this research, it appears that there are indications that structural, 

cultural and religious factors (as depicted in Galtung‟s triangle) do contribute to levels of 

violence, although whether each of these aspects plays a major or minor role in contributing 

to violence involving children cannot be demonstrated by these methodologies. Although 

Cambodia does have a religious tradition of non-violence, evidence seems to point to too 

many traditional and religious values supporting a „culture of violence‟ as based on 

traditional patronage systems and hierarchies. For example, many children described the 

reciprocal obligation they felt they had towards their parents and for some (though not all) 

this has led, for example, to the belief that adults have the right to sell them. Although a 

number of children spoke in other ways that indicate a fatalistic resignation, in contrast – 

and in spite of anthropological research (Ovensen et al. 1996) that indicates a breakdown in 

the community – children were generally optimistic about the help they could expect to 

receive from community members, including family, community leaders and the police.  

 

Children had a number of insights into both the multi-factoral causes and the 

consequences of violence involving children, sometimes presenting a broad ecological 

understanding of the causes which mapped onto my framework based on Belsky‟s 

ecological model, with suggestions for dealing with it from individual to local community to 

national level. They often described links between violence and the role of poverty. Some 
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children also thought that legal reform and/or instigation and the use of media in informing 

people could be effective tools in combating violence involving children. Woodhouse 

(2006) suggests that an „ecological approach teaches us to look at the world through the 

child‟s eyes.‟  In the Introduction, I suggested that perhaps this is most effectively achieved 

when we ask the child themselves, as I have sought to do in this research.  

 

It seems that it was appropriate to have chosen a mixed methodology, both for 

triangulation and also for the credibility of the results. Although some of the prevalence data 

may have been under-reported, I believe the methodology maximised the accuracy possible 

in the circumstances, due to the care taken in providing a confidential reporting 

environment. The Open-ended questions also provided a rich source of information. 

 

Although the focus group work did inform me about some of the questions used in 

the survey, if I was doing the research again I would probably have spent more time 

exploring how children themselves prioritised how violence affected them, focusing on the 

areas they considered to be the most serious rather than selecting the six areas I considered 

to be the most significant. This might have included areas such as violence involving 

siblings or violence between adults in the home or violence in the workplace. Alternatively, 

children might have considered emotional violence or other forms of exploitation to have 

been more important. 

 

In the future I would like to see the unique qualitative methods created for this 

research used to develop more culturally appropriate methodologies that can be used in the 

Cambodian context and beyond. The visual prompts drawn by a Cambodian artist were a 

good stimulus for discussion and also provided visual interest for children completing the 

survey. The role plays helped children to relax and open up. A Cambodian-trained drama 

therapist might have been able to provide more understanding of what children were 

portraying in the role plays and picked up nuances not apparent to me and this might have 

provided more data. I would like to do a more thorough assessment of the use of the karaoke 

video training packs inspired by this research and determine their effectiveness. I would like 

to see the materials adapted using these findings, including a rigorous but less onerous 

assessment tool. 
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I feel that I was right to do a school survey that covered every province, although I 

am aware that I was not able to adequately draw attention to the particular needs of the 

children in the most resource scarce provinces such as tribal children in Ratanak Kiri and 

Mondul Kiri.  

 

In the survey, it might have been more useful to have included more questions that 

gave a more balanced picture of children as both victims and perpetrators of violence. The 

existing survey covered some questions that explored bullies and children threatening an 

adult with a gun, but it could have included more on the possibility of sexual abuse by 

children and bullying outside of school. It might also have been useful to have explored 

more about the consequences of violence of particular concern to children.  

 

Although the results have already been used in advocacy work with the Government 

and in the UN Study on Violence, I hope they can continue to inform further legal reform, 

and more importantly the implementation of those laws. This research has already inspired 

more in-depth research on gender-based violence (Fordham 2005). It would be of mutual 

benefit for me again to work closely with UNICEF and the consortium Child Welfare Group 

and the Chab Dai network to achieve this, as well as developing a link with an 

internationally recognised university. 

 

Research for this thesis demonstrated that children have faith in their communities to 

solve many of the issues regarding violence that they face. More action research is needed 

that explores what realistic and culturally appropriate support can be given to the community 

to enhance this, for example, who needs training and challenging and what it should focus 

on.   

 

I would also like to support in more depth research and prevention of sexual abuse 

and exploitation of boys in Cambodia to follow on from the findings in this research. Some 

interest has already been shown by another researcher so I would like to collaborate with 

him on this. Another issue of concern is the increase in access of pornography to youth. I 

should like to facilitate research of appropriate awareness raising materials that could be 
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used in schools and youth groups. Two research projects have explored the extent of the 

problem (Child Welfare Group 2003; Fordham 2005) and research is now needed on 

appropriate action. 

 

I hope to be involved in postgraduate research training in Cambodia that will inspire 

and train local Cambodian researchers to explore issues. I also hope to continue to be 

involved in postgraduate training for others working in other parts of Asia.  

 

I am aware that this research and my involvement in it has been a costly process in 

terms of money and time. I do not want to waste it. I don‟t want to be like the person 

criticised by the Khmer proverb who „Bangs on and on like a cow bell, just wearing out their 

tongue, while the water buffalo still eats its fill.‟ The Khmer are familiar with people who 

talk a lot but don‟t actually do anything.  I don‟t want to be part of an organisation which 

spends lots of resources on research and training against violence without serious impact, 

while the perpetrators just carry on with their activities regardless. I believe change is 

possible.    

 

Finally, I hope to continue to build bridges between faith-based and secular 

organisations and individuals committed to excellence in child protection and to seeing 

children‟s lives restored. 
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