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FOREWORD 
Occasionally research is published which transforms the dialogue within the social sector 
because it changes our world view and obliges us to respond with urgency. In this 
publication, "I thought it could never happen to boys," Alastair Hilton and his research 
team from Social Services Cambodia have started the dialogue for change. 

  

Our attention to the needs of girls is well deserved. But we have been largely silent and 
unresponsive to the needs of boys as both victims and survivors of sexual abuse. The 
evidence has often been there if we chose to pay attention to it. Culturally we are more 
inclined to see girls as victims. Shame and ignorance have hidden the extent of the 
problem of sexual abuse of boys and we lack the skills and resources to respond. While 
we expanded and improved the quality of care to girls, the abuse of boys has largely been 
ignored and neglected.  

  

Boys matter and our silence stops with this publication. The organizations supporting 
this research are all committed to directing resources and programs toward boys as 
victims and survivors of sexual abuse. SSC will provide much needed training so that 
boys can finally get the care they need. World Vision will contribute to advocacy and 
prevention and Hagar will provide recovery options for boys.   

  

May the research contained within this report propel us to respond appropriately to the 
urgent needs of sexually abused boys and may others join us in protecting all Cambodia's 
children. 

 

 
Sincerely 

 

 

 

TALMAGE PAYNE 

CEO 

HAGAR  
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INTRODUCTION 
Very little is known about the sexual abuse and exploitation of boys in Cambodia. Until 
now, there has been no specific research exploring this issue. The existence of this study 
does not assume or imply that recognition, resources, services and protection for girls 
and women are adequate—for that is clearly not the case. It is hoped, however, that by 
recognising and highlighting issues for males, this study may expand our understanding 
of the culture of sexual abuse and rape and contribute positively to the well-being of all 
victims and survivors of sexual abuse, whatever their identity. 

On a global scale, in the early 20th century, any form of child sexual abuse was considered 
a very rare occurrence. In the 1950s and 1960s, in what are now referred to as 
“developed” countries, small numbers of case studies reported incest involving fathers 
and their daughters. More often than not, the writers blamed the mothers and daughters 
rather than the fathers. In the 1960s and 1970s, as a result of the women’s movement, 
more light was shed on the sexual abuse of women and children, although the focus was 
primarily and perhaps understandably, on girls.1

In the 1980s some prevalence studies increasingly considered experiences of men and 
boys. Study rates varied greatly, though when men were included, they generally 
suggested that the numbers of males abused (3–31 percent) were about half those of 
women (6–62%). Men’s experiences of child sexual abuse were often described as being 
less traumatic than females’ and were not always identified as abusive, particularly if the 
perpetrator was a woman.2  

In the last 20 years, growing numbers of men and boys have broken their silence and 
sought help. Also in this period, a rising number of texts, books and articles by clinicians, 
researchers and activists suggested that previous research was misleading. Read these 
texts, and similar words and phrases leap from the pages. They describe the sexual abuse 
and rape of males as “the last taboo”3 and tell of secrecy, silence and shame, bound 
together by paralysing fear.4 Accounts of violent abuse, blame, isolation, devastating 
effects, prejudice and denial are shared.5 The authors write of victims who are too 
ashamed to talk and a society not prepared to listen.6

Progress has been made, but in many countries it remains difficult for male victims and 
survivors of any age to access the support they need. Services are scattered, often 
maintained by small groups of committed volunteers, with little funding available. Many 
professionals report feeling deskilled and as isolated as the boys and men they are 
attempting to support.  

The methodology for this research is essentially exploratory and qualitative. Safety and 
ethical concerns were guiding principles throughout the study. A model for the project 
was developed that was inclusive, involving a Khmer team of researchers throughout the 
process—what some may call a “capacity-building model”, building on strengths and 

                                                 
1 Faller, K.C., cited in Mendel, M.P. (1995) 

2 ibid. 

3 McMullen, R (1990)  

4 Lew, M. (1990)  

5 Mendel, M.P. (1995) 

6 Mezey, G. & King, M. (1992)  
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existing skills. It is hoped that this will leave a group of individuals well placed to pursue 
work in this field in the future. 

Another important aim was to make the completed study to be as accessible as possible 
by writing in plain English rather than in academic language likely to exclude the 
majority. A substantial bibliography and resource section is included to further inform 
the reader. It is also hoped that Hagar and World Vision will eventually translate the 
whole document into Khmer. A significant goal of the study is for readers to make 
practical use of the material and apply it in their work. Critical social research not only 
wants to show what is happening but is also concerned with doing something about it.7

We set out to listen to boys and young men in an effort to gain a deeper insight into their 
experiences, the context in which boys are abused, how it affects them and what boys say 
they need to help. Discovery of risk and vulnerability factors or signs of safety may help 
us to understand how boys can be protected more effectively. We also hoped to gain an 
appreciation of how Cambodian culture and notions of masculinity impact upon this 
phenomenon. Consideration of differences and similarities between boys and girls, and 
those between Cambodia and other countries, may be helpful in suggesting the way 
forward.  

This study also sought the views and perspectives of carers, human rights workers, 
counsellors, psychologists and social workers. Child protection officers, lawyers, project 
coordinators and directors of NGOs were also encouraged to contribute. We hoped to 
scratch below the surface to understand the perspectives, feelings, knowledge and actions 
of those charged with boys’ care and to identify the needs of helpers and supporters. We 
anticipated identifying important areas for further research and wanted to learn more 
about appropriate and safe methodologies for exploring sexual abuse in Cambodia. By 
generating information about sexual abuse of boys, we sought to break down fears and 
reduce feelings of isolation and powerlessness in others, acting as a catalyst for positive 
change.  

Some of the boys’ stories contain graphic accounts of what happened to them. We set 
out to reflect their experiences as accurately as possible. We have neither diluted nor 
sensationalised them. There is no need to do that, for they speak for themselves. 
Contained within these pages are the voices and truths of dozens of boys and young 
men. It is hoped that this study will go some way to sharing and honouring their stories, 
leading to a greater understanding and recognition of their needs. The title of the study is 
taken from the words of one young man who took part. It has taken courage for all of 
the boys and young men to share their truth and will perhaps need that from the reader 
to read and listen with an open mind and heart. Be prepared to hear and believe the 
unbelievable and embrace these voices of truth.  

                                                 
7 Harvey, L. (1993). 
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ACRONYMS AND GLOSSARY 
APLE – Action Pour Les Enfants 

COSECAM – Coalition to Address the Trafficking and Sexual Exploitation of Children 
in Cambodia  

ECPAT – End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and Trafficking of Children for 
Sexual Purposes 

IOM – International Organisation for Migration 

NGO – Non-government organisation 

SCA – Save the Children Australia 

SSC – Social Services of Cambodia 

TOR – Terms of Reference 

UNTAC – United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia  

Barang – commonly used to describe a foreigner 

Chbab Srey/Chbab Proh – social codes of behaviour that women (srey) and men (proh) 
are taught from a young age 

Godfather – used to describe the relationship that some abusers develop with families 
and children to whom they provide monetary or material assistance.  

Hudt – a measurement, from the tip of the fingers to the elbow 

Five hudt chest – a term used to describe a “real man” who is strong and doesn’t cry  

Kteuy – men who dress up and/or act like women (similar to the Thai word ‘katoey’ and 
often used in a derogatory and/or discriminatory sense by others) 

Men who have sex with men (MSM) – is used as a behavioural term to refer to biological 
males who have sex with other biological males  

Plert plern – used as a derogatory term, to describe a person who is materialistic. Boys 
who have been sexually abused in exchange for money are often accused of being plert 
plern rather than seen as victims of sexual abuse or exploitation 

Sak klay – short-haired MSM  

Sak veng – transgender or long-haired MSM 

STI – sexually transmitted infection 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Overview 

This report presents research about the sexual abuse and exploitation of boys and young 
men in Cambodia. A team and capacity-building model was developed and research 
carried out in three provinces, Phnom Penh, Sihanoukville and Battambang, from April 
to June 2007, using primarily qualitative techniques, including semi-structured interviews 
and focus groups. In total, 40 boys and young men had the opportunity to share their 
views and experiences. In addition, the research team met with more than 100 staff from 
a range of NGOs and service providers, including social workers, counsellors, carers, 
managers, team leaders, directors and lawyers. Prior to this study, there had not been any 
other specific research focusing on the sexual abuse of boys in Cambodia.  

Research Outcomes  

Official statistics reveal very little about the sexual abuse and exploitation of boys. 
Predominant beliefs among many adults interviewed are that foreigners and/or gay men 
are primarily responsible for the abuse and that it is a relatively recent problem. However, 
this study does not support that view, revealing that significant numbers of boys are 
sexually abused by Cambodian and foreign adults in a variety of settings. Boys are also 
abused by other children, adolescents and in some cases women.  

More is known about the sexual abuse of boys by foreign men in urban and tourist 
locales due to current child protection initiatives focusing on such incidents and coverage 
of court cases involving foreigners by media that rarely feature stories relating to Khmer 
perpetrators of abuse against boys. The majority of the few resources and tools available 
for staff working in this area also depict perpetrators as foreign.  

 Other influential beliefs operate to keep the issue concealed or to minimise the 
seriousness with which it is viewed. Some are related to underlying cultural beliefs, 
notions of masculine identity and ideas of what constitutes sex and sexual abuse. They 
include but are not restricted to the views that abuse of boys is against Khmer culture 
and is therefore an imported problem; that it rarely occurs and is not that serious when it 
does; that it is not abuse or harmful if money is exchanged; that it is impossible for a boy 
and a man to have sex; and that it is abuse only if the boy ejaculates.  

Similarly, while many adult participants acknowledged that abuse may have serious 
implications, the issue is generally characterised by the denial of victim status and 
severity. Boys are expected to be able to protect themselves and/or overcome it very 
quickly, while the importance placed upon virginity and honour in relation to girls and 
women ensures that boys who are victims suffer in comparison. They are not perceived 
to have virginity and honour to lose, and therefore their experiences are often not 
considered to be harmful or taken seriously.  

The vast majority of local contemporary academic discourse also contributes to what 
may be described as the “feminisation of victimisation”, creating the impression that 
boys are invulnerable, rarely abused, less seriously affected when they are and/or more 
likely to be abusers of others than victims. 

Boys’ experiences 
Access to the majority of the boys and young men interviewed was gained through 
NGOs supporting street-based children or residential children’s centres. Many of them 
had been abused by foreign men. However, a significant number had been sexually 
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abused by Khmer adults or other children or adolescents. Abusers included neighbours, 
family members and other known adults in a position of trust.  

Several abuse risk factors emerged from this sample. They included exposure to poverty; 
separation and/or divorce or death of a parent and/or siblings and domestic violence. In 
some cases boys described leaving home to live on the streets at a young age to avoid 
violence and/or earn money for their families. Most had spent little time in school. 
Others described home lives in which alcohol or drug misuse was common. This is not 
to suggest that boys from more prosperous backgrounds are not abused, or that all 
children from poor backgrounds are abused; however, the sample was skewed by the 
nature of the work carried out by many of the supporting organisations. The study did 
not discover organised sexual exploitation similar to that experienced by girls, but that 
does not mean it does not occur.  

A high proportion of the boys also experienced bullying and violence at the hands of 
older boys and gangs. They indicated that they had very little knowledge of sexual issues 
prior to abuse, and the majority did not realise that developing friendships with adults 
would lead to sexual abuse.  

Once it was known that boys had been abused, they often became the target of 
discrimination, mocking and jokes from people in the community, resulting in further 
isolation and marginalisation. This isolation and a combination of other factors, including 
lack of support or alternatives for income, continuing poverty and the effectiveness of 
grooming strategies, result in some boys becoming more vulnerable, thus entering a 
lifestyle where many become sexually abused and exploited on a regular basis. In these 
cases, they are often not viewed as victims but as consenting.   

The boys were forced and/or coerced to engage in a range of sexually abusive behaviours 
including oral and anal sex. The vast majority of perpetrators do not use condoms, and 
most participants shared accounts of serious injuries to the anus, including cuts and tears, 
the majority of which go untreated. The boys talked of a range of long- and short-term 
problems and difficulties caused by their experiences, similar in nature to those reported 
in other global literature and research. They include significant feelings of shame and loss 
of honour (contradicting the beliefs of many adult participants), fear of the repercussions 
of disclosing or being discovered, confusion relating to sex, sexuality and gender, self-
blame, feelings of isolation, a range of mental health problems, nightmares, wanting to 
commit suicide and use of drugs in an effort to forget and mask their pain. In many 
respects, the abuse turns their lives upside down, while their experiences confound many 
of those around them. 

In the course of the study we met several older boys and young men who had 
experienced abuse as children, many of whom felt as vulnerable as they did when they 
were first abused. Accounts of long-term physical, emotional and psychological problems 
indicate the need for a range of services for males of all ages.  

The common practice of male children under the age of three years having their genitals 
touched or kissed by carers was discussed with participants. It is often viewed by adults 
as a traditional way of showing affection. As boys become older, it is not uncommon for 
adults to grab a boy’s genitals or pull his trousers down in front of others as a joke. 
Opinions among adults and staff in this study were mixed, significant numbers 
considering it harmless up to a certain age and others as likely to cause problems later in 
life. Significantly, of the boys who responded, virtually all said that they did not like or 
want this form of attention, that it embarrasses them and makes them very angry.  
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The team met with several older boys and young men who identified as “men who have 
sex with men” (MSM) and who talked of being sexually abused as children. They also 
shared accounts of sexual abuse and rape as adults in extremely violent scenarios that can 
only be described as “gang rape”.  

The participants were asked what kinds of support and help they needed. Several key 
themes emerged. Many responses focused on basic needs such as physical and emotional 
safety, confidentiality, to be accepted and not judged and to receive empathy and respect. 
The need for protection, affection, love and a sense of belonging were also expressed. 
Many also suggested that they needed help with education and work; others wanted 
society to take the protection of boys seriously and recognise that they too are vulnerable 
to abuse and feel great shame and loss of honour.  

Many boys also stated what they did not want from supporters and carers, either in their 
homes or in institutions. They want helpers and supporters to be gentle rather than shout 
or be violent when they do something wrong. When asked what messages they wanted to 
share with others—parents, staff and government—key themes were the need to be 
believed, help to protect boys and a plea to stop mocking them and recognise that they 
too are vulnerable and have pain as a result of sexual abuse.  

Staff and Carers 
Clear differences in awareness emerged when comparing urban and tourist sites with the 
rural locale. Very few adults in Battambang initially expressed any awareness or 
knowledge of the sexual abuse of boys, despite evidence that they had and are currently 
working with boys who are victims and survivors. Lack of information and 
communication on this issue within and between referring organisations suggests a lack 
of recognition that is unlikely to be restricted to that province. The stated goals of some 
NGOs also appear to prevent them from considering this as an issue of concern. 

While awareness within urban sites was generally higher, there is little evidence across a 
range of service providers of sharing of information about the sexual abuse of males and 
few indications of effective, coordinated and collaborative responses either within or 
between organisations. In many respects, sexually abused boys are an invisible 
population. Some literature and resources exist, but they invariably focus on foreign 
perpetrators of abuse, excluding the possibility of abuse by others.  

Pockets of awareness and good practice do exist, and a few institutionally based services 
provide counselling for boys. However, staff with knowledge are often isolated from 
each other and rarely receive the training, ongoing support and clinical supervision to be 
able to develop effective and long-term support strategies. Significant numbers of staff 
expressed frustration and helplessness, while in some settings there is a significant lack of 
“connection” with and understanding of boys. They are frequently viewed from a deficit 
perspective—as having behavioural problems or being otherwise lacking—and their 
needs as victims and survivors are not recognised or understood. 

Expressed needs for support and training included basic information about sexual abuse 
of boys, through to the development of specialist skills for supporting boys following 
abuse. In all sites, a significant number of participants identified the need for help in 
developing “male friendly” approaches for engaging boys and specific tools and ideas for 
helping them build relationships. Other important needs were supportive supervision and 
opportunities to meet others doing similar work.  

Significant organisational barriers to progress in this area identified by participants related 
to lack of cooperation between NGOs, particularly where they are seeking funding from 
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similar sources; in other cases a lack of cooperation and trust was noted between some 
secular and faith-based organisations. Others noted that donors also need educating 
about boys’ needs and that their approaches can limit creativity. Power differentials 
between NGOs and donors and reluctance to face up to the reality of sexual abuse 
within institutions were also cited as significant issues.  

Recommendations  
The needs of boys and young men need to be addressed by donors, government, 
international and local NGOs and communities as a matter of urgency. While the 
resource implications are potentially significant, the potential long-term human and 
financial costs of inaction are far greater. Lasting multi-agency and donor cooperation 
and commitment to respond to these needs are vital and should be an addition to 
existing resources rather than result in a cutting back in other areas.  

The need to raise awareness within wider communities, organisations and government is 
paramount to build a firm foundation for change. Every effort should be made to utilise 
existing networks and successful strategies. 

A range of easily accessible service responses, based on a long-term strategy, needs to be 
implemented. They should embrace child-centred and human rights approaches but also 
respond to the needs expressed by the boys in the study: safety and protection, empathy, 
empowerment and choice, also recognising the need for acceptance, respect and 
belonging. The meaningful involvement of boys, families and communities needs to be at 
the centre of coordinated development efforts. 

Ideally, service provision needs to be built on foundations that reflect the diversity of 
boys’ experiences, including more commonly recognised sexual exploitation by adults but 
also the relatively hidden and specific issue of sexual abuse within families and 
communities and by other children and young people. Principles of early intervention 
and holistic short- and long-term initiatives are needed, including a commitment to the 
development of specialist skills and creative and innovative services that are “male 
friendly” and accessible.  

Interventions for boys have to meet needs for prevention and protection, recovery and 
support and advocacy. The meaningful involvement and development of existing services 
are vital components alongside the creation of new programmes. They include: 

Existing providers working with boys need to enhance staff and management attitudes, 
awareness and skills in responding; broaden programmes and/or add specialist staff to 
address specific needs; develop specialist or expand existing training to address sexual 
abuse, child protection and prevention, ensuring that appropriate support options are 
available for boys. The development of meaningful and ongoing support, care and 
supervision of staff should be considered a vital component of future initiatives rather 
than an optional luxury.  

New programmes need to be developed, including: easily accessed generic drop-in 
centres and safe spaces which are available 24 hours; easy access to sensitive and 
appropriate medical, legal, counselling and peer support; provision of help line and 
online resources; assertive outreach programmes with named support workers linked to 
new and existing services; generic day programmes to complement existing services; 
realistic opportunities for boys to develop more routes and alternatives out of sexual 
exploitation; possibilities to engage with a range of activities including education, sport, 
drama, art therapy and outward bound retreats. There is also a need to develop specialist 

“I thought it could never happen to boys”   11



teams to increase therapeutic support linked to development of training, supervision, 
action research and evaluation, including work with families and communities. 

Where possible, children are better placed within their families of origin, and efforts 
should be made to ensure that specialist support is offered for families to improve child 
protection and develop their capacity for supporting boys following abuse. If it is not 
possible for a child to remain at home, then options within extended family should be 
explored. If that is not available, specialist community-based foster care schemes should 
be provided to meet their needs. Intensive support should be made available separately 
for boys and carers. 

In some cases and as a last resort, specialist residential accommodation could be 
provided in small homes or by specialist carers to respond to crisis, with access to 
sensitive medical provision. Such placements should be short term but flexible, with the 
eventual goal of placement through family or community options or specialist fostering.  

Where they do not exist, attention should be given to developing support and forums to 
develop awareness and community-led initiatives to raise awareness of sexual abuse and 
exploitation of boys; this includes effective use of media. 

A range of support options also need to be developed to meet the needs of older boys, 
young men and adult males currently beyond the reach of existing programmes. These 
include counselling, group work, supported housing, education and employment. 

Boys and young and adult men who do not identify as heterosexual are also isolated from 
support in relation to childhood sexual abuse and/or abuse and rape as adults. Following 
further and specific research, existing services supporting MSM need to develop skills 
and specific support services. 

Urgently required are NGO and library resources in relation to the sexual abuse of males, 
which should also be provided online. The development of forums for staff to gain 
support and drive the development of future initiatives, building networks with regional 
and international specialists in this area, should be encouraged.  

Opportunities should be developed for male survivors who have experienced abuse to 
meet on a regular basis to gain mutual support and feed into the development of all of 
the above.  

Recommendations for Future Research  
A clear and urgent need exists for more research into this area, leading to greater 
understanding about the nature and prevalence of the sexual abuse of boys throughout 
Cambodia. This should inform the continued development of a range of sensitive and 
effective services. Studies that identify successful preventive and helpful interventions 
and factors promoting resilience and coping skills are also required.  

There is an urgent need for research to explore the influences and dynamics present in 
sexual abuse. This should include sexual abuse by adults but importantly explore the 
harmful sexual behaviours, sexual abuse and rape of children by other children and 
adolescents, which have been identified as significant problems in Cambodia. This would 
lead to the development of strategies for protection, prevention and treatment of 
offenders.   

Training and development 
Few organisations or individuals are currently able to meet the need for specialist 
knowledge, skills and capacity in relation to sexual abuse of boys. Addressing this will be 
a long process requiring commitment of time and resources from donors, directors and 
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managers as well as all staff. While SSC has a long history in the development of high 
quality social work and counselling courses, this should be addressed by all concerned 
and will require a collaborative approach to be effective. 

Staff in all field sites identified significant training and support needs, ranging from basic 
awareness of sexual abuse of boys through to development of specific skills and 
counselling techniques. There is also a clear requirement for effective approaches and 
tools that help develop confidence in relation to engaging with males. Efforts to provide 
meaningful support and effective clinical supervision of staff that promote self-care 
should be considered a vital component of future initiatives.  
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taMgBI Exemsa rhUtdl; Exmifuna qñaM 2007  edayyk bec©keTsRsavRCav EbbKuNPaB 
CacMbg KYbpSMCamYynwgkareRbI kic©smÖasn_edayeRbIsMnYrbiT-ebIk rYmTaMgkarbegIát Rkum 
BiPakSa (Focus Group)  . srubeTA manek μgRbus nig bursCMTg;cMnYn40nak; Edlman 
»kas EckrMElknUvTsSn³ nigbTBiesaFn_rbs;BYkeK . ehIyRkumRsavRCav)anCYbCamYy nwg 
buKÁlikCag 100nak; EdlmkBIGgÁkareRkArdæaPi)al nig Pñak;garpþl;esvanana mandUcCa 
buKÁliksgÁmkic© GñkBieRKaHbBaða GñkEfrkSa GñkRKb;RKg GñkdwknaMRkum nayk¼nayika nig 
emFavI . muneBlkarsikSaRsavRCavenHRtUv)aneFVIeLIg KWminFøab;mankarRsavRCavCak;lak; 
NamYyeLIy EdleFIVkarRsavRCavepþatelI karrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTelIek μgRbusenAkñúgRbeTs 
km<úCa . 

 

lT§plénkarRsavRCav 

 

sßitipøÚvkarCaeRcIn )anbgðajnUvBt’mantictYcbMputGMBI karrMelaPbMBan nig karekgRbv½Ba©pøÚvePT 
elIekμgRbus . kñúgcMeNammnusSeBjv½yCaeRcInrUb Edl)anTTYlkic©smÖasn_BIRkumkargar 
eyIg´PaKeRcIn manCMenOfa manEtCnbreTs nig¼rW bursexÞIy¬gay men¦Etb:ueNÑaH 
EdlCaGñksmnwgTTYlxusRtUvsMxan;bMputcMeBaH karrMelaPbMBanelIekμgRbus  ehIyvaCabBaða 
fμImYyEdlkMBugekItmaneLItnaeBlbc©úb,nñ . eTaHCay:agNak¾eday k¾karsikSaRsavRCavenH 
minKaMRTTsSn³ xagelIenaHEdr pÞúyeTAvijvabgðajfa ekμgRbusmYycMnYnFM)anrgkarrMelaP 
bMBanpøÚvePT BIsMNak;mnusSeBjv½y EdlCaCnCati km<úCa nig CnbreTs eTAtam 
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TIkEnøgepSg²KñaCaeRcIn . elIsBIenHeTAeTotekμgRbusk¾RtUvrgnUvkarrMelaPbMBan BIRkummnusS 
mYycMnYnepSgeTotdUcCa BYkekμg²dUcKña ekμgCMTg; nig RsþI tamkrNImYycMnYn .  

 

GMBIrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTelIekμgRbusEdlCaTegVIrbs;bursCnCatibreTsenAkñúgtMbn;CayRkug nig 
tMbn;eTscrN_ RtUv)aneKdwgeRcInCag TegVIEdlRbRBwtþedayCnCatiExμr . enHKWedaysarman 
beNþImKMniténkarkarBarkumarnarBlbc©úb,nñ EdlkMBugepþatelIehtukarN_enH RBmTaMgkar 
RKbdNþb;elIkrNItulakar BIsMNak;bNþajpSayBt’man EdlkMrpSayGMBIerOgr:avEdlTak;Tg 
nwgGñkRbRBwtþGMeBIrMelaPelIekμgRbusCaCnCatiExμr . PaKeRcInénFnFan nig]bkrN_ Edlman 
Rsab;bnþicbnþÜcsMrab;buKÁlikEdleFVIkarxagEpñkenH k¾)anbgðajfaGñkRbRBwtþCaCnbreTsEdr . 

 

CMenOd¾man\T§iBlepSgeTot )annaMeGaybBaðaenHzitkñúgPaBlak;kM)aMg rWeFVIeGayPaBF¶n;F¶rrbs; 
vazitkñúgkMritGb,rma edayeyag eTAtamTsSn³enaH . CMenOxøHTak;Tgnwg CMenOvb,Fm’Edl 
minmanPaBCak;Esþg CMenOGMBIGtþsBaØaNbursePT nig KMnitGMBIGVI EdlbgáeGaymanePT nig 
karrMelaPpøÚvePT . CMenOTaMgenaHbUkbBa©Úl bu:EnþminRtUv)andak;EdnkMNt;cMeBaHTsSn³Edlfa 
karrMelaPelIekμgRbusRbqaMgnwgvb,Fm’Exμr 
ehIydUecñHvaCabBaðaEdlRtUv)annaMcUledayRbPBxageRkARbeTs/ EdlkMrekItman ehIyebIeTaH 
CavaekIteLIgk¾minF¶n;F¶rdUckMritbc©b,nñenHEdr/ EdlvaminEmnCakarrMelaP rWbgáTukçeTaseLIy 
RbsinebI mankaredaHdUCa luuykak;/ EdlvaminGaceTArYceTEdlfaekμgRbusrYmePTCamYyburs/ 
ehIyEdlvaCakarrMelaPEtkñúgkrNI EdlekμgRbusenaHecjTwkGsuci . 

 

RsedogKñaenHEdr enAeBlEdlGñkcUlrYmEdlCamnusSeBjv½yCaeRcInTTYlsÁal;fa karrMelaP 
pøÚvePTGacmanplb:HBal;F¶n;F¶r enAé;f¶GnaKt bBaðenHRtUv)ansMKal;CaTUeTAedaykarbdiesF 
GMBIsßanPaBrbs;CnrgeRKaH nigPaBF¶n;F¶r . eKrMBwgfaekμgRbus GackarBarxøÜnrbs;BYkeK)an 
nig¼rW edaHRsaybBaðaenH)anqab;rh½s xN³eBlEdlPaBsMxan;énRBhμcarIy_ nigkitiys 
Edl Tak;TgnwgekμgRsI nigRsþIbBa¢ak;faekμgRbusEdlCaCnrgeRKaHTTYlrgTukçeTaskñúgkMritmYy 
mincaj;ekμgRsI nigRsþIeLIy . eKyl;fa ek μgRbusKñanRBhμcarIy_ rWkitiysGVIEdlRtUv 
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)at;bg;eLIy dUecñHehIybTBiesaFn_énkarTTYlrgkarrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePT rbs;BYkeK minRtUv 
)aneKcat;TukfaCakareGayTukçeTas rWRtUv)aneKykcitþTukdak;eLIy . 

 

kic©BiPaKSakñúgtMbn;CapøÚvkard¾eRcInelIslubnaRKaenaHk¾)anelIkeLIgnUvGIVEdleKehAfa {manEt 
RsIeTeTIbGacCaCnrgeRKaH} (feminisation of victimisation)  EdlkMBugbgáeGaymancMNab; 
GarmμN_fa ekμgRbusminEmnCaCngayrgeRKaHeT ekμgRbuskMrRtUveKrMelaPbMBanNas; 
ekμgRbusTTYlplb:HBal;minsUvF¶n;F¶reLIy enAeBlBYkeKTTYlrgkarrMelaPbMBan nig¼rW ekμg 
RbusTMngCaGñkrMelaPbMBaneK CaCagCnrgeRKaH . 

 

bTBiesaFn_rbs;ekμgRbus 
 

kareFVIbTsmÖasn_CamYyek μgRbus 
nigbursv½yekμgPaKeRcInGaceFVIeTA)antamry³GgÁkareRkArdæaPi)alEdlkMBugKaMRTkumarGnafa rW 
tamry³mCÄmNÐlEdlCaTICMrkrbs;kumar . kμ úgcMeNamBYkeKCaeRcInFøab;TTYlrgkarrMelaPpøÚv 
ePTedaybursCnCatibreTs . eTaHCay:agNak¾eday manekμgRbusmYycMnYnFMTTYlrgkar 
rMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTedaymnusSeBjv½yCaCnCatikm<úCa rWedayekμgd¾éT rWekμgCMTg; . GñkRb 
RBwtþGMeBIrMelaPbMBanEdlCaCnCatiExμrrYmman GñkCitxag smaCikRKYsa rWk¾mnusSeBjv½yepSg 
eTotEdlCnrgeRKaHsÁal; nig Tukcitþ . 

 

ktþaEdlRbQmnwgkarrMelaPCaeRcInelceLIgecjBIKMrUenH . ktþaTaMgenaHrYmman sßanPaB 
RkIRk karEbk)ak; nig¼rW ElglH rW mrN³PaBén«Bukmþay nig¼rW bgb¥ÚnbegáIt 
nigGMeBIhwgSakñúgRKYsa . kñúgkrNIxøH ekμgRbus)anniyayfaBYkeKcakecjBIpÞH eTArs;enAtam 
cieBa©Imfñl; edIm,IPasxøÜneGayputBIGMeBIhwgSa nig¼rW edIm,IrkR)ak;eGayRKYsarrbs;BYkeK . 
BYkeKPaKeRcIn)an cMNayeBlEtbnþicbnþÜcb:ueNÑaHkñúgkarsikSa . ekμgRbusepSgeTot 
)anerobrab;fa BYkeKrs;enAkñúgRKYsaEdlcat;Tuk kareRbIR)as;eRKOgRsvwg nigfñaMejonkñúgebob 
d¾xusqÁgCaerOgFmμta . vaminmann½yfa ekμgRbusEdlmanRbvtþimkBIRKYsarman RTBüsm,tþi 

“I thought it could never happen to boys” 16



minTTYlrgkarrMelaPenaHeT rWk¾kumarEdlmkBIRKYsaRkIRksuT§EtTTYlrgnUvkarrMelaPenaHEdr 
y:agNamuij KMrUénkargarenaH RtUv)anGgÁkarKaMRTCaeRcInykeTAGnuvtþkñúglkçNepSg . 
karsikSaRsavRCavenHmin EsVgyl;eXIjfa karekgRbv½Ba©pøÚvePTEdlmankarerobcMTuk manPaB 
RsedogKñaeTAnwgGVIEdlekμgRsITTYlrgeLIy b:uEnþvaminmann½yfa KñanerOgEbbenHekIteLIg  
enaHeT . ekμgRbusmYycMnYnFMk¾)anTTYlrgnUvkarKMramkMEhg nigGMeBIhwgSaRbRBwtþeday 
ekμgRbusd¾éT EdllmanGyueRcInCag nigRkumek μgBalpgEdr . BYkeK)anbgðaj 
faBYkeKmancMeNHdwg tictYcbMputGMBIbBaðapøÚvePT muneBlTTYlrgkarrMelaPpøÚvePT ehIyBYk 
eKPaKeRcInmin)anyl;fa karsagTMnak;TMngCamYymnusS eBjv½yGacnaMBYkeKeGay TTYl 
rgkarrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTeLIy . 

 

enAeBlEdlmnusSTUeTA )andwgfaek μgRbusNamñak;Føab;RtUv)aneKrMelaPpøÚvePT ekμgRbusenaH 
EtgEtRtUv)aneKerIseGIg cMGk nigelgesIcedaymnusSkñúgshKmn_rbs;BYkeK Edlbgá 
eGaymanPaBÉkeka nig PaBKñantMélenAkñúgsgÁmkan;EtxøaMgeLIg EfmeTot . PaBÉkekaenH 
pSMCamYynwgktþaepSg²eTot rYmTaMgkgVHénkarKaMRT rWCMerIssMrab;R)ak;cMNUl karGUsbnøayén 
PaBRkIRk nig RbsiT§PaBénviFIsaRsþlYgelam  )anbNþaleGayekμgRbusmYycMnYnkan;Etman 
sPaBgayrgeRKaHEfmeTot dUecñHehIyBYkeK)ansßit kñúgCIvitmYy Edlmanek μgRbusCa 
eRcInTTYlrgnUvkarrMelaPpøÚvePT nigkarekgRbv½Ba© edayEp¥kelI mUldæand¾eTogTat;mYy . 
Ep¥ktamkrNITaMgenH BMumanGñkNaniymcat;TukBYkeKfaCaCnrgeRKaHedaysarkarrMelaPbMBan 
eLIy  EteKcat;TukfaCakaryl;RBmrbs;BYkeKeTAvij . 

 

ekμgRbusRtUveKbgçM nig¼rW KMrameGayTTYlnUvGakb,kiriyarMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTtamrUbPaBCaeRcIn 
rYmTMgkarrYmePTtammat; nigtamrn§KUT . PaKeRcInénGñkRbRBwtþ mineRbIR)as;eRsamGnam½y 
eLIy ehIyekμgRbusPaKeRcInrgrbYsrn§KUTy:agF¶n;F¶r rYmTaMgsñamdac; nigrEhk ehIyBYk 
eKPaKeRcInBMuTTYl)ankarBüa)aleLIy . ekμgRbusTaMgenaH)anniyayGMBI bBaða nigkar 
lM)akEdlmanry³eBlEvg nigxøICaeRcIn EdlbnSl;TukedaybTBiesaFn_rbs;BYkeK  Edlva 
RsedogKñaedaylkçNFmμCati eTAnwgBt’man Edl)anraykarN_Calayl½kçGkSr nigeday 
karRsavRCavepSg²eTotenAelIBiPBelak . bBaða nig karlM)ak TaMgenaHrYmman Garm μN_ 
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énPaBeGonxμas; nigkar)at;bg;kitiys ¬pÞúynwgCMenOrbs;GñkRbRBwtþEdlCamnusSeBjv½y 
CaeRcIn¦ karP½yxøaccMeBaHplb:HBal;énkarEbkFøayBt’man rWRtUv)ansaFarNCndwg PaB 
RbbUkRcbl;GMBIerOgpøÚvePT bBaðapøÚvePT nigePT benÞasxøÜnÉg Garm μN_Ékeka bBaða 
suxPaBpøÚvcitþCaeRcIn subinGaRkk; cg;eFVIGtþXat nigeRbIfñaMejon edIm,IbMePøc nigbiT)aMg 
karQWcab;rbs;rbs;BYkeK . tamn½yenH karrMelaPpøÚvePTenaH eFVIeGayCIvitrbs;BYkeK 
RkLab;cak; xN³eBlEdl bTBiesaFn_rbs;BYkeKeFVIeGaymnusSenACMuvijxøÜnBYkeKman 
PaBRcbUkRcbl; .  

 

enAkñúgkarsikSaenHpgEdr eyIg)anCYbCamYyekμgRbusEdlmanGayueRcIn nigbursv½yekμg 
EdlFøab;TTYlrgkarrMelaPkalBIenA kumarPaB BYkeKCaeRcInGñk manGarmμN_faTTYl 
rgeRKaHesμInwgGVIEdlBYkeK)anTTYlCaelIkdMbUg . r)aykarN_sþIGMBIbBaða pøÚvkay pøÚvGarmμN_ 
nigpøvcitþry³eBlEvg bgðajBItMrUvkaresvaCaeRcInsMrab;mnusSRbusRKb;v½y . 

 

karRbRBwtþEdlCalkçNFmμtarbs;GñkEfrkSaeTAelIekμgRbusGayueRkam bIqñaM edayb:HBal; 
rWefIbRbdab;ePTrbs;va RtUv)an BiPaKSaCamYyGñkcUlrYmkñúgTegVIenH . mnusSeBj 
v½yEtgEtyl;faTegVITaMgenHKWCalkçNTMnamTMlab;énkarbgðajnUvkþIRslaj; . enAeBlEdl 
ekμgRbusmanGyueRcInCagenHbnþic vaCaerOgFmμtaEdlmnusSeBjv½ycab;Rbdab;ePTrbs;ekμg 
Rbus rWTaj sRmatexarbs;vaenAcMeBaHmuxGñkd¾éTedIm,IelgesIc . KMnitkñúgcMeNammnusS 
eBjv½y nig buKÁlikenAkñúgkarsikSaRsavRCavenH RtUv)anlaybBa©ÚlKña ehIymYycMnYnFMyl; 
faTegVITaMgenHminbgáeRKaHfñak;GVIeLIy RbsinebIekμgminTan;dl;GayueTenaH ehIyGñkepSgeTot 
yl;favaGacbgábBaðaeTAéf¶eRkay . CaBiess ekμgRbusEdlGaceqøIytb)an BYkeKesÞI 
EtTaMgGs; )anniyayfa BYkeKmincUlcitþ rWcg;)an karfñak;fñmedayviFIenHeLIy eRBaHva 
eFVIeGayBYkeKmankarx μHeGon nigeFVIBYkeKman kMhwgy:agxøaMg . 

 

RkumRsavRCav)anCYbCamYyekμgRbus EdlmanGayueRcIn nig bursv½yek μgCaeRcInnak; EdlRtUv 
)ansMKal;faCa  :bursEdlrYmePTCamYyburs : ¬MSM¦ ehIyEdlniyayfaBYkeKFøab;RtUv)an 
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TTYlrgkarrMelaPpøÚvePTkalBIenAkumarPaB . BYkeKk¾)anEckrMElknUvBt’manGMBIkarbMBanpøÚv 
ePT nigkarrMelaPpøÚvePTkñúgeBlEdlBYkeKCamnusSeBjv½y eRkamrUbPaBd¾eXaeXAbMput 
EdlGaceRbIBaküsMrab;BiBN’na)anRtwmEt  :karrMelaPesBsnÞv³CaRkum : ¬bUk¦ . 

 

CnrgeRKaHRtUv)ansYrGMBIRbePTéntMrUvkar nigCMnYyEdlBYkeKRtUvkar . erOgsMxan;k¾)an 
elceLIg . kareqøIytbCaeRcIn)an epþatelItMrUvkarmUldæandUcCa suvtßiPaBxagpøÚvkay 
nigpøÚvGarmμN_ karlak;karsMgat; RtUv)ansgÁmTTYlyk nigminRtUv)an vinicä½y RBmTaMg 
TTYl)annUvkaryl;citþ nigkareKarB . BYkeKk¾)anbgðajGMBItMrUvkarkarBar karRslaj; 
nigGarmμN_én PaBCasmaCikkñúgRkum . CnrgeRKaHCaeRcInk¾)anbeBa©jnUvsMNUmBrfa BYkeK 
RtUvkarCMnYyEpñksikSaGb;rM nigkargar rIÉGñkxøH eTotmanbMNgeGaysgÁmCYykarBar 
ekμgRbusedayykcitþTukdak; nigTTYlsÁal;faBYkeKk¾CaCngayrgeRKaHedaykarrMelaP pøÚvePT 
nigmanGarmμN_Gam:as;bMputcMeBaHkar)at;bg;kitiys . 

 

ekμgRbusCaeRcInk¾)anniyaypgEdrGMBIGVIEdlBYkeKmincg;)anBIGñkKaMRT nigGñkEfrkSabI)ac; TaMg 
enApÞH nigenARKwHsßanGb;rMnana. BYkeKcg;eGayGñkpþl;CMnYy nigGñkKaMRTTaMgLaysMEdg 
PaBTn;Pøn; CaCagERskKMh‘k rWeRbIGMeBIhwgSadak;BYkeK enAeBlBYkeK eFVIxus . 
enAeBlRtUv)ansYrGMBIsarEdlBYkeKcg;EckrMElkdl;Gñkd¾éTeTot dUcCa«Bukmþay buKÁlik 
GgÁkar nigrdæaPi)al cMelIyrbs;BYkeKbBa¢ak;GMBI xøwmsarsMxan;mYycMnYndUcCa tMrUvkarén 
karcg;eGayGñkd¾éTeCOCak; CMnYykñúgkarkarBarekμgRbus nigkarGgVrkrsMueGayQb;man 
karesIccMGkBYkeK ehIyTTYlsÁal;faBYkeKk¾CaCngayrgeRKaH nigTTYlkarQWcab;pgEdr 
edaysarkarelaPbMBanpøÚvePT . 

 

buKÁliik nigGñkEfTaMbI)ac; 
 

manPaBxusKñay:agc,as;énkaryl;dwgEdlelcecjmkenAeBleRbobeFobtMbn;CayRkug nig 
tMbn;eTscrN_ CamYynwgtMbn; CnbT . manmnusSeBjv½ytictYcNas;enAkñúextþ)at;dMbg 
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Edl)anbgðajGMBIkaryl;dwgGMBIkarrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTelIek μgRbus eTaHCamanPsþútagbBa¢ak; 
faBYkeK)an nigkMBugeFVIkarCamYyek μgRbusEdlCaCnrgeRKaH nigCnrYcCIvitBIGMeBIenHk¾eday . 
kgVHxaténBt’man nigkarR)aRs½yTak;TgKñasMrab;bBaðaenH kñúgrgVg; nigrvagGgÁkarEdlRtUv 
bBa¢Únnana naMeGaymankgVHxat énkarTTYlsÁal;fa vaminTMngkñúgkardak;EdnkMNt;dl;extþ 
mYyenH . eKaledAEdlRtUv)anEføgedayGgÁkareRkArdæaPi)al mYycMnYn k¾TMngCabeBa¢os 
BYkeK mineGayyl;fabBaðaenHCabBaðaEdlKYreGayRBYy)armÖ . 

 

xN³Edlkaryl;dwgkñúgrgVg;tMbn;CayRkugmanlkçNx<s;CaTUeTA manPsþútagtictYcNas; GMBI 
karEckrMElkBt’manGMBI karrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTelImnusSRbus kñúgcMeNamGgÁkareRkArdæa 
Pi)alCaeRcIn ehIymankarbgðajtictYcNas;EdrGMBI kareqøIytb EdlRbkbedayRbsiT§PaB 
EdlmankarsRmbsRmYl nigkarshkarKña TaMgkñúgrgVg; nigrvagGgÁkareRkArdæaPi)al nana . 
kñúgn½yenH ekμgRbusEdlRtUv)anrMelaPKWCamnusSEdlminRtUv)aneKeGIeBI . mansMeNr 
nigFnFanmYycMnYn bu:Enþ FnFanTaMgenaHEtgEtepþatelIGñkRbRBwtþEdlCaCnCatibreTs 
edaymin)anrab;bBa©ÚlnUvGñkRbRBwtþepSgeTotEdlGacmanenaHeT . 

 

BitCamankaryl;dwg nigmankarGnuvtþn_)anl¥CaeRcIn RBmTaMgesvananaQrelIc,ab;rbs; 
RKwsßan Edlpþl;nUvkarBieRKaHbBaða sMrab;ekμgRbus . y:agNamiuj buKÁlikEdlmancMeNHdwg 
EtgEtzitenAq¶ayBIKña ehIykMrTTYl)annUvkarbNþúHbNþal karKaMRT EdlRbkbedaynirnþPaB 
nig CMnYbRtYtBinitüEbbevC¢saRsþ edIm,IGacbegáItnUvyuT§saRsþkñúgkarKaMRT Edlmanry³eBl 
Evg nig RbkbedayRbsiT§PaB . buKÁlikmYycMnYnFM)anbgðajnUvkarsÞak;esÞIr nigGarmμN_ 
énPaBKμanTIBwgrbs;xøÜn xN³EdlenAkñúgkEnøgxøH mankgVHxatd¾FMén  :karP¢ab;TMnak;TMng : 
CamYynwgkaryl;GMBIekμgRbus . Cajwkjy BYkeKRtUv)anyl;eXIjedayKMnitd¾xusqÁg 
edaysarBYkeKmanbBaðaGakb,kiriya rWmanlkçNxVHxatedayRbkarepSg ehIytMrUvkarrbs; 
BYkeKEdlCaCnrgeRKaH nig CnrYcCIvitBIGMeBIrMelaP minRtUv)aneKTTYlsÁal; rW yl;eLIy .  
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tMrUvkarkarKaRT nig karbNþúHbNþalEdlmanbUkbBa©ÚlnUvBt’manmUldæanGMBIkarrMelaPbMBanpøÚv 
ePTelIekμgRbus tamry³ karGPivDÆn_nUvCMnajBiesssMrab;KaMRTdl;ek μgRbusEdlTTYlrg 
karrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePT . enARKb;TIkEnøgTaMgGs; GñkcUlrYmkñúg TegVIenHmYycMnYnFMTTYl 
sÁalnUvtMrUvkarCMnYykñúgkarbegáIteGaymannUvviFIsaRsþ  :karTak;TajEbbmnusSRbus : sMrab;pSa 
P¢ab;TMnak;TMng ekμgRbuseTAnwg]bkrN_ nig KMnitCak;lak;NamYy edIm,ICYyBYkeK 
kñúgkarsagnUvTMnak;TMng . tMrUvkard¾mansarsMxan;epSgeTotKW CMnYbRtYtBnitüEdlman 
lkçNKaMRT nig »kaskñúgkarCYbCamYyGñkd¾éTedIm,IeFVIkic©kar EdlRsedogKña . 

 

]bsKÁEdlmanlkçNerobcMCaeRcIncMeBaHdMeNIkarénvis½yenH EdlRtUv)ansMKal;edayGñkcUl 
rYmGnuvtþn_ Tak;TgnwgkgVHxat kñúgkarshkarKñarvagGgÁkarTaMgLay CaBiessGgÁkarEdl 
EsVgrkCMnYyBIRbPBEdlRsedogKña . krNIepSgeTotKW kgVHxat karshkar nig 
CMenOTukcitþ RtUv)ankt;sMKal;faekItmanrvagGgÁkarEdlBak;B½n§ nigminBak;B½n§sasna nig 
GgÁkarEdlQrelIPaBesμaHRtg;nana . GñkcUlrYmkñúgskmμPaBTb;sáat;enHepSgeTot k¾)ankt; 
sMKal;eXIjpgEdrfa Gñkpþl;CMnYyk_RtUvkarnUvkarsikSaGMBItMrUvkarrbs; ekμgRbus ehIyfaviFI 
saRsþrbs;BYkeKGackMnt;nUvRBMEdnénRbDitjaN . PaBxusKñaénGMNacrvagGgÁkareRkA 
rdæaPi)al nig m©as;CMnYy RBmTaMgPaBxVHqnÞ³kñúgkarRbQmmuxnwgkarBiténkarrMelaPbMBanpøÚv 
ePT kñúgcMeNamsßab½nana k¾RtUv)ancat;Tukfa CabBaðasMxan;pgEdr . 

 

eyabl; 
 

tMrUvkarrbs;ekμgRbus nigbursv½yekμg KYrEtRtUv)anykcitþTukdak; nigeqøIytbedaym©as;CMnYy 
raCrdæaPi)al GgÁkarkñúgRsuk nigGnþrCati RBmTaMgshKmn_ edaysarvaCabBaðaEdl 
RtUvedaHRsayCabnÞan; . xN³EdlkarykcitþTukdak;elI FnFanmanPaBsMxan; kar 
cMNayelInisSkmμ énEpñkFnFanmnusS nigEpñkhirjvtßúEdl Gacmank μúgry³eBlEvg 
mansarsMxan;elIslubCagenHeTAeTot . shRbtibtþikar nig karGnuvtþn_kargar rbs;Pñak; 
garcMruHEdlmanGaNtiyUrGEgVg kμ úgkareqøIytbeTAnwgtMrUvkarTaMgenH KWCaerOgsMxan; ehIy 
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vaKYrEt RtUv)anbEnßmeTAnwgFnFanEdlmanRsab; CaCagkat;bnßykaredaHRsaybBaðaenH ehIy 
gakeTAedaHRsayerOgepSg . 

 

tMrUvkarénkarelIkkMBs;karyl;dwgkμúgrgVg;shKmn_ GgÁkareRkArdæaPi)al nig raCrdæaPi)al 
EdlmanlkçNTUlMTUlay mansarsMxan;bMput edIm,IsagnUvRKwHd¾rwgmaMumYysMrab;karpøas;bþÚr . 
kic©RbwgERbgTaMgGs;KYrEtRtUveFVIeLIgedIm,IeRbIR)as;nUvbNþaj nig viFIsaRsþedIm,IPaBeCaKC½y 
EdlmanRsab; . 

 

kareqøIytbedayeRbIesvaEdlgayrk)anmYycMnYnFM EdlQrelIviFIsaRsþry³eBlEvg KYrEt 
RtUv)anGnuvtþ . viFIsaRsþTaMgenaH KYrEtRtUv)anbUkbBa©ÚlnUvviFIsaRsþykkumarCaFM nigepþat 
elIsiT§mnusS bu:Enþk¾RtUveqøIytbeTAnwgtMrUvkarEdl)anEføgedayekμgRbus EdlRtUv)andk 
Rsg;kñúgeBleFVIkarsikSaRsavRCavpgEdr tMrUvkarTaMgenaHrYmman ³ suvtßiPaB nig karkarBar/ 
karyl;citþ/ karpþl;GMNac nig CMerIs/ karTTYlsÁal;nUvtMrUvkarkñúgkarTTYlyk/ kareKarB 
nig PaBCamaCik . karcUlrYmrbs;ekμgRbus/ RkumRKYsa nig shKmn_ EdlRbkb 
edayGtþn½y KYrEtRtUv)aneFVIeLIgeRkamkic©shkarKñaRbwgERbgedIm,IGPivDÆn_ .  

 

karbþl;esvaKYrEtRtUveFVIeLIgkñúgviFId¾smRsbmYy edaykarsßabnaEdlqøúHbBa©aMgGMBIbTBiesaFn_ 
epSg²Kñarbs;ekμgRbus rYmTaMgkarekgRbv½Ba©pøÚvePTedaymnusSeBjv½y EdlRtUv)aneKyl; 
faCaerOgsamBaØ ehIyvak¾CabBaðakarrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTkñúg rgVg;RKYsa nigshKmn_ nig 
edayekμgd¾éT nig mnusSv½yekμg EdlRtUv)anlak;kM)aMg nigmanPaBCak;lak;. eKalkarN_ 
énGnþraKmn_Tan;eBl nig beNþImKMnitsMrab;skm μPaBfμ I²Edlmanry³eBlxøI nigEvg ehIy 
GacGnuvtþ)anTaMgRsug KYrEtRtUv)anbegáIteLIg rYmTaMgkarRbtibtiþelIkarGPivDÆn_ CMnajBiess 
nigesvaEdlmanlkçNécñRbDit nigeRbIviFIsaRsþfμIKW  :karTak;TajEbbmnusSRbus : nigTaMg 
gayRsYlEsVgrk . 
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GnþraKmn_sMrab;ekμgRbusRtUvEteFVIeLIg edIm,IeGayekμgRbusGacTTYl)annUvkarTb;sáat; nigkar 
karBar/ PaBCasHes,Iy/ nigkar KaMRT nigkarts‘Umti . karcUlrYm nigkarGPivDÆn_ 
d¾manGtþn½ycMeBaHesvaEdlmanRsab; KWCaktþad¾sMxan; RBmCamYynwg karbegáItnUvkm μviFIfμ I² . 
kmμviFITaMgenaHrYmman ³ 

 

Gñkpþl;esvaEdlmanRsab; EdlkMBugeFVIkarCamYyekμgRbus KYrEtRtUvBRgwgbEnßmnUv \riyabT 
rbs;buKÁlik nigkarRKb;RKg/ karyl;dwg nig CMnajkñúgkareqøIytb/ RBmTaMg BRgIkkmμviFI 
nig¼rW bEnßmnUvbuKÁlikCMnajedIm,ICakarykcitþTukdak; nigeqøIytbeTAnwgtMrUvkarCak;lak; 
rbs;ekμgRbus/ begáIteGaymannUvGñkCMnaj nigBRgIkvKÁbNþúHbNþalEdlmanRsab;edIm,I 
bgðajGMBIkarrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePT/ karkarBar nig karTb;sáat;GMeBIrMelaPelIkuma/ Fana 
eGaymannUvCMerIsénkarKaMRT Edls½kþsmsMrab;ekμgRbus . karbegáIteLIgnUvkarKaMRT 
EdlRbkbedayGtþn½y nignirnþPaB/ karEfrkSa nigCMnYbRtYtBinitüCamYybuKÁlik KYrEt 
RtUv)ancat;TukfaCaktþasMxan;sMrab; beNþImKMnitfμInaeBlGnaKt CaCagkarcMNayelIGVI 
EdlmincaM)ac; . 

 

kmμviFIfμIEdlKYrEtRtUv)anGPivDÆrYmman ³ mCÄmNÐlsMrab;mnusSTUeTAEdlgayEsVgrk nigk 
EnøgsuvtßiPaB EdlGtifiCnGacmk TTYlesva 24em:ag/ esvaEpñkeBTü EpñkpøÚvc,ab; 
EpñkBieRKaHbBaða nigEpñkKaMRTkñúgcMeNammnusSRskrKña EdlmanlkçN sb,úrsFm’ s½kþsm 
niggayEsVgrk/ karpþl;FnFanCabNþajTUrs½BÞsMrab;sMuCMnYy nigbNþajGiunFWNit/ kmμviFI 
cuHtam shKmn_EdlmankarGHGag edaymanbuKÁliksgÁmkic©CaGñkKaMRT EdlmanTMnak; 
TMngCamYyesvafμI² nigesvaEdlmanRsab;/ kmμviFIeBléf¶sMrab;mnusSTUeTA edIm,IbMeBjbEnßm 
eTAnwgesvaEdlmanRsab;/ »kasEdlmanlkçNR)akdniymsMrab;ekμgRbus edIm,IbegáItpøÚv 
nigCMerIsbEnßmeTotkñúgkarbeBa¢oskarekgRbv½Ba©pøÚvePT/ »kaskñúgkarpSaP¢ab; eTAnwgskm μPaB 
CaeRcInrYmTaMg ³ karGb;rM kILa karsMEdgeløan viFIBüa)altamEbbsil,³ nig km μviFI 
BiessmYyEdlmaneQμaHfa outward bound . TnÞwmnwgenHEdr RkumGñkCMnajk¾KYr 
EtRtUv)an begáIteLIg edIm,IbegáInnUvkarKaMRTEdlmanlkçNBüa)al ehIypSaP¢ab;vaeTAnwgkar 
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GPivDÆn_vKÁbNþúHbNþal/ CMnYbRtYtBinitü/ karRsavRCav enAtamkEnøgCak;Esþg nigkarvaytMél 
rYmTaMgkargarCamYynwgRkumRKYsa nigshKmn_ . 

 

RbsinebIGaceFVI)an kumarKYrEtRtUv)anEfrkSaenAkñúgrgVg;RKYsaedImrbs;BYkeK ehIykic©RbwgERbg 
KYrRtUv)aneFVIeLIgedIm,IFanafa karKaMRTrbs;GñkCMnaj RtUv)anpþl;eGaydl;RkumRKYsa kμ ñúg 
eKalbMNgBRgwgkarkarBarkumar nigbegáInsmtßPaBrbs;BYkeK kμ ñúgkarKaMRTekμgRbusEdlTTYl 
rgkarrMelaP . RbsinebIvaminGaceFVIeTA)ankñúgkarrkSaek μgRbuseGayenApÞHrbs;BYkeK CMerIs 
mYYyeTotEdlKYrRtUv)anEsVgyl;KW RKYsaFMrbs;BYkeK . RbsinebIvaminGaceTArYceTot KMerag 
KaMBarkumarepþatelI shKmn_ EdlRbkbedayCMnaj KYrEtRtUv)anpþl;eGaykumartam 
tMrUvkarrbs;BYkeK . karKaMRTedayykcitþTukdak; KYrEtRtUv )anpþl;dl;ek μgRbus nig GñkEf 
TaMBYkeK kμúglkçNdac;edayELkBIKña .  

 

enAkñúgkrNIxøH ehIyvak¾CaCMerIscugeRkay kEnøgsñak;enAsMrab;ekμgrgeRKaHKYrEtRtUv)anpþl 
enAkñúgpÞHtUc rWedayGñkEfTaM EdlmanCMnaj edIm,IeqIøytbeTAnwgvibtþi ehIyGac 
TTYl)anesvasuxPaBEdlRbkbedaykaryl;citþ . karrkSaTukkumarenAkñúg TIkEnøgEbbenH 
KYreFVIkμúgry³eBlxøIb:uEnþeGaymanlkçNbt;Ebntamkal³eTs³ 
edaymaneKaledAcugeRkayénkarsñak;enAKW enAkñúgRKYsa rW shKmn_ rWenAkEnøgEfrkSa 
EdlmanCMnaj .  

 

RbsinebIkEnøgTaMgenaHminmansMrab;ekμgRbuseTenaH 
eyIgTaMgGs;KñaKYrepþatGarm μN_elIkarbegáIteLIgnUv karKaMRT nig evTikar RbCMu edIm,IGPivDÆ 
karyl;dwg nigbeNþImKMnitEdldwknaMedayshKmn_ kμ úgkarelIkkMBs;karyl;dwgGMBIkarrMelaP 
bMBan nig karekgRbv½Ba©pøÚvePTelIekμgRbus karGPivDÆn_TaMgenHrYmTaMgkareRbIRbB½n§pSBVpSay 
RbkbedayRbsiT§PaB . 
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CMerIsénkarKaMRTCaeRcIn k¾KYrEtRtUv)anGPivDÆn_edIm,IeGayek μgRbusEdlmanGayueRcIn/ bursv½y 
ekμg/ nigburseBjv½y EdlkMBugzitenAeRkAEdnrgVg;énesvarbs;kmμviFI GacTTYl)annUvtMrUvkar 
rbs;BYkeK . CMerIsTaMgenHrYmman karBieRKaHbBað kargarCaRkum karpþl;TICMrk karsikSaGb;rM 
nig karpþl;kargareFVI . 

 

ekμgRbus bursv½yekμg nigburseBjv½y EdleKsÁal;faCamnusSEdlrYmePTCamYymnusS 
pÞúyePT k¾zitenAq¶ayBIkarKaMRTpg Edr Tak;TgeTAnwgkarrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTkalenAkumarPaB 
nig¼rW karrMlaPbMBan nig karrMelaPpøvePT enAeBleBjv½y . tamry³karsikSa 
RsavRCavbnþr nigkarRsavRCavCak;lak; esvamanRsab;EdlkMBugKaMRT bursEdlrYmePTCamYy 
burs ¬MSM¦ KYrEteFVIkarGPivDÆn_nUvCMnaj nigesvaKaMRTNamYyrbs;BYkeK .  

 

GVIEdlCatMrUvkarbnÞan;enaHKW GgÁkareRkArdæaPi)al nigFnFanbNÑal½y Tak;TgeTAnwgkarrMelaP 
bMBanpøÚvePTelImnusSRbus EdlKYrEtRtUv)anpþl;tamry³bNþajGiunFWNit . karbegáIteLIgnUv 
evTikarRbCMu sMrab;eGaybuKÁlikTTYl)annUvkarKaMRT nig begáItnUvbeNþImKMnitsMrab;eBlGnaKt/ 
nigkarksagbNþajTMnak;TMngCamYyGñkCMnajmkBIxagkñúg nigeRkARbeTs EdlmanCMnajxag 
EpñkenH KYrEtRtUv)anelIkTwkcitþ . 

 

»kaskñúgkarCYbKñaCaRbcaM edIm,ITTYlkarKaMRTeTAvijeTAmk edIm,IeFVIkarGPivDÆn_cMeBaHbBaðaTaMg 
Gs;xagelI KYrEtRtUv)anbegáIt eGaymansMrab;CnrgeRKaHePTRbus EdlFøab;TTYlrgkar 
rMelaPbMBan . 

 

eyabl;sMrab;karsikSaRsavRCavenAeBlGnaKt 
 

karsikSaRsavRCavbnþrxagEpñkenHBitCatMrUvkary:agc,as; nigbnÞan; edImI,naMeTArkkaryl;dwg 
EdlmanlkçNTUlMTUlayCagenH GMBIFmμCati nigPaBjwkjab;énkarrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTelI 
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ekμgRbusenATUTaMgRbeTskm<úCa . karRsavRCavenHKYrEtCaBt’mansMrab; karbnþrbegáItnUv 
esvaCaeRcIneTotEdlRbkbedaylkçNyl;citþ nigRbsiT§PaB . karsikSaRsavRCavEdl 
sMKal;nUv GnþraKmn_ EdleRbIsMrab;Tb;sáat; nigmanRbeyaCn_ RBmTaMgktþa 
EdlCMrujeGaymankarCasHes,IyeLIgvij nigCMnajedayRsaybBaða k¾KYrEtRtUv)aneFVIeLIg .  

 

mantMrUvkarbnÞan;mYysMrab;karRsavRCavedIm,IEsVgyl;GMBI ehtu nig pl bgðajenAkñúgkar 
rMelaPbMBanpøÚvePT . tMrUvkarenH KYrEtRtUv)anbUkbBa©ÚlTaMgkarrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTeday 
mnusSeBjv½y b:uEnþCakarsMxan;KYrEsVgyl;GMBI Gakb,kiriyapøÚvePT EdlGacbgáeGay 
maneRKaHfñak; karrMelaPbMBanpøÚvePT nigkarrMelaPesBsnÞv³ elIkumaredaykumard¾éT 
nigekμgCMTg; EdlRtUv)aneKsMKal;faCabBaðd¾sMxan;enAkñúgRbeTskm<úCa . karRsavRCavenH 
nwgnaMeTArkkarGPivDÆn_nUvviFIsaRsþsMrab;karBar Tb;sáat; nig viFankarcMeBaHGñkRbRBwtþ . 

 

karbNþúHbNþal nig karGPivDÆn_ 
 

bc©úb,nñmanGgÁkar nigbuKÁltictYcNas;EdlmancMeNHdwg CMnaj nigsmtßPaBBiess 
Tak;TgnwgkarMelaPbMBanpøvePTelIekμg Rbus . karykcitþTukdak; nigeqøIytbcMeBaHbBaðaenH 
KWCadMeNIrkard¾yUrGEgVgmYy EdltMrUveGaym©as;CMnYy nayk¼nayikar nig GñkRKb;RKg 
k¾dUcCa buKÁlikTaMgGs; pþl;CaeBlevla nigFnFanepSg² . xN³Edl ssk manRbvtþi 
d¾yUrGEgVgkñúgkarGPivDÆn_vKÁsikSaEpñk kargarsgÁmkic© nig karbNþúHbNþalRbkbeday 
KuNPaBx<s; bBaðaenHKYrEtRtUv)anbgðajedayGñkEdlmankarRBYy)armÖTaMgGs; ehIynwg 
tMrUveGaymannUvyuT§saRsþshkaredIm,IeGaymanRbsiT§PaB . 

 

buKÁlikRKb;EpñkTaMgGs;)anTTYlsÁal;fatMrUvkarkarbNþúHbNþal nigkarKaMRTmansarsMxan; 
EdlkarbNþúHbNþalenHrYmman karyl;dwgGMBIkar rMelaPbMBanpøÚvePTelIek μgRbus kar 
GPivDÆn_CMnajCak;lak; nig bec©keTskñúgkarBieRKaHbBaða . TTwmnwgenHEdr k¾man tMrUvkar 
y:agc,as;las;sMrab;yuT§saRsþRbkbedayRbsiT§PaB 
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RBmTaMg]bkrN_EdlCYybegáItnUvCMenOCak; Tak;TgeTAnwgkar Bak; B½n§CamYybursePT . 
kic©RbwgERbgkñúgkarpþl;nUvkarKaMRTRbkbedayGtþn½y nig CMnYbRtYtBinitüEpñkevC¢saRsþEdl 
RbkbedayRbsiT§PaB rbs;buKÁlikEdlelIktMekIgkarEfrkSaxøÜnÉg KYrEtRtUv)ancat;TukfaCa 
ktþasMxan;sMrab;beNþImKMnitnaeBlGnaKt . 

 

PasarMelaPbMBan 
 

BaküeBcn_eRbIedayCnrgeRKaHkñúgkarBiBN’naGMBIbTBiesaFn_rbs;BYkeKRtUv)andak;bBa©ÚleTAkñúg
sTÞanuRkmBakü . eTaHCay:agNa vaCakarsMxan;kñúgkarbBa¢ak;eGay)anc,as;nUvcMnucCak;lak; 
xøH² . enAeBlBiBN’naGMBIkarrYmePTtamrn§KUT/ kars‘kbBa©Úl lwgÁtamrn§KUTrbs;ekμgRbus/ 
rWkarrMelaPesBsnÞv³elIePTRbus BaküEdlEtgEtRtUv)aneRbIKW buk rW bukKUT . 
 

enAtMbn;epSgeTot Bakü buk k¾GacRtUv)aneRbIedIm,IBiBN’navtßúBIry:agEdlecjmkkñúeBl 
CamYyKñay:agelOnedaykMlaMg ]TahrN_ LanbukKña . KUT sMedAdl;EpñkxageRkam 
énkMeb:HKUT . CYnkalek μgRbusniyayBaküEdlmann½ydUcBaküfa  :Kat;bukKUT´ : . dUecñH 
ehIyvaEtgEtRtUv)aneKeRbICa BaküsamBaØ kñúgkarBIBN’naGMBIskm μPaBpøÚvePT ¬CaBiess 
RtUv)aneRbI edayekμgRbusxøHedIm,IBiBN’nanUvBakü  :rYmePT : ¦ EdlbgðajnUvkareRbIclna 
rWkMlaMgxøaMg² . bMNkERbEdlcM²KW  :s‘kbBa©ÚllwgÁeTAkñúgrn§KUT : xN³EdlPaBKYrsm 
nigPaBRtwmRtUvEdlzitkñúKMnitEbbCIvsaRsþ min)anbgðajeGay)anRtwmRtUvnUv Fm μCatIénTegVI 
dUcEdlekμgRbuserobrab; . dUecñHtamry³GtþbTenH buk RtUv)aneRbIedIm,I bgðajGMBIkar 
rYmePTtamrn§KUT kars‘kbBa©ÚllwgÁ nig¼rW karrMelaPesBsnÞv³tamrn§KUT RbsinebIminman 
kareRbIBaküepSgeTot . 

 

CaBiessenAeBlBiPaKSaBIbBaðaenHCamYy vibul Kat;)anBnül;fa Bakü bukKUT GacbBa¢ak; 
BIGtþn½yrbs;va)anedayrebobEdl eKbeBa©jsMelgrbs;va . eTaHCay:agNa ´KitfaBakü 
buk eRbIedayekμgRbus KμansMelg :k : eT b:uEnþenAeBleKeRbIBakü BIrCamYyKña 
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vaahak;dUcCamansMelg :k :. ebIsresrEt :bU :GacnaMeGayeKbeBa©ajsMelgvaxusKñaTaMgRsug 
eRbobdUcCaBakü EdlmansMelgcYnKñanwgBakü  :low : dUecñHEdr . RbsinebIman»kas sUm 
elakGñkemIlGtþbTenH ehIysUmpþl;CaBt’man eGay´)andwgfa etIvaRtwmRtUvdUcEdl 
´erobrab; rWvaRtUveFVIkarEkERby:agNaenaH . 

 

sUmGKuN 
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CHAPTER ONE: DESCRIPTION OF THE 
RESEARCH  
The Research Team 
From the outset, the consultant planned to develop a team approach and model of 
practice for the research that was inclusive and empowering, building the capacity of all 
concerned. Discussions prior to the project’s start revealed that many local staff research 
experiences were limited to being used primarily for language skills. They reported 
minimal involvement and were not often included in research design, training, analysis or 
other stages. The consultant’s commitment to and experience of strength-based practice 
in a variety of settings ensured that this project would be different. Taking into 
consideration the sensitivity of the subject matter and fact that no research of this type 
had taken place in Cambodia, it seemed clear that a new approach was required.  

The initial challenge was to recruit and build a team with the necessary range of existing 
basic skills, coupled with openness to new learning and commitment to take on a 
significant challenge. It was expected that a study of this kind, exploring such a sensitive 
topic, would require a range of skills. Key criteria included previous research experience 
and work in a social welfare setting, along with intellectual ability, curiosity, analytical 
skills, interest in personal development and awareness of self. In addition, compassion 
and enthusiasm for social issues were considered vital. 

The team was recruited through existing contacts and by placement of an advertisement 
in the Cambodia Daily newspaper. The five Cambodian researchers included two part-time 
members, employed by SSC as trainers, taking a six-month sabbatical from training 
duties. An administrative assistant and translator-interpreter completed the group, which 
is described below. Each of the team members contributed a short description of 
themselves. 

Kong Sokhem is an experienced social worker-trainer who has worked at SSC for seven 
years. She is also an experienced researcher and has been involved in numerous research 
projects exploring issues of child labour, poverty, disability, immigration and older 
people.  

Oung Syphat has worked with people with mental health problems since 1987, initially 
at refugee camps on the border with Thailand. Since 1994, he has worked at Hagar in a 
variety of roles supporting women and children.  

Nong Socheat graduated from the Royal University of Phnom Penh in 2006 with a BA 
in psychology. She has worked as a social worker with children and families in the 
community. In 2006 she was a member of a research team for Save the Children 
Australia, publishing “Child Abuse: Prevention and Protection Strategies for Cambodia”. 

Sok Channy graduated from Norton University in 2003, majoring in marketing. For 
three years she has worked on a variety of research projects related to youth reproductive 
health, HIV and AIDS discrimination issues and poverty.  

Seoung Sothearwat is employed as a social worker-trainer at SSC and has 10 years’ 
experience working in a variety of settings with adults and children, including mental 
health and HIV and AIDS counselling. He previously worked as a research assistant for 
IOM and carried out research for a BA in project development and management. 

Employed as translator-interpreter, Long Vibol has worked for SSC and with the team 
leader for two years, mostly in the social and mental health services programme. He has 
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experience of working with people with a range of psycho-social problems and has 
played an important role in the development of and delivery of supervision and training. 

Teng Ponarry graduated from the National University of Management, Phnom Penh, in 
2005, majoring in tourism, and was employed as administrative assistant and translator. 

Alastair Hilton has more than 20 years’ experience in the UK of social work with 
children and families and people with mental health and drug and alcohol misuse 
problems. For the last 14 years he has also taken a specific interest in the development of 
services for male victims and survivors of sexual abuse, providing services, training, 
support and consulting to numerous organisations. Team leader for this project, he has 
worked in Cambodia for two years for SSC at the social and mental health services 
project, providing training, supervision and support to social workers.  

Research: A Capacity Building Approach 
From the outset, the consultant saw developing a capacity-building model as vital to this 
project. The desire was to conduct the research in a manner that involved the team 
throughout, from research design to presentation of the final report. This would not only 
increase the likelihood of the data being better but would also improve the confidence 
and skills of the team, leaving behind a group of individuals well placed to develop this 
area of work.  

Early discussions with the team revealed that some had previous experiences o research 
where involvement and opportunities to share ideas were minimal; training was often 
short, pre-arranged and not always directed to their needs; others remarked that they 
were not involved in research design or analysis and did not feel a sense of participation 
or ownership. One researcher commented that it had felt like “being used” rather than 
involved. A detailed description of the team building, awareness raising and training can 
be explored in Appendix 1. In many respects it is experimental, drawing on a range of 
theories and methodologies. It is hoped that it will prove useful to practitioners and 
researchers following in our footsteps.  

Further Influences on Study Design 
Social work practice is involves with some of the most vulnerable, marginalised and 
under-researched groups in society. It is argued that the greater the social marginalisation, 
the greater the risk of exploitation through research.8 Ensuring that this did not occur 
was not left to chance and drew on several theoretical perspectives. 

Social work and counselling values played a fundamental part in the study design and 
methodology. The study was further influenced by both the consultant’s and some team 
members’ experiences of working with sexually abused children and adults. These 
identified the need for confidentiality and active promotion of safety, honesty, trust, 
empathy and choice to be key elements of practice. 

The focus on oppression, the plight of disadvantaged groups and the need to conduct 
research in as shared and democratic a way as possible with participants, characterised by 
respect and empathy, also finds its roots in feminist research practice. Demystification 
for and with the powerless creates the potential for change, while a lack of information 
and knowledge about certain groups can perpetuate their powerlessness.9 Information 
empowers and leads to change.  

                                                 
8 Durham, A. (2003)  

9 Reinharz, S. (1992)  
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Anti-oppressive researchers develop questions formulated to explore social processes 
and experiences of oppression; the focus on strengths and coping, as opposed to deficits 
and weaknesses, was particularly relevant to the study. The avoidance of labelling and 
development of a sensitive methodology to create safety were primary goals. This 
perspective and the fact that sexual abuse is characterised by silence, secrecy and fear of 
telling influenced the development of tools and methods for participant communication, 
to enable boys to have a “voice” in a manner that was enabling and not stigmatising. 
Prior to the study, plans were also made to access the services a Vietnamese translator if 
necessary. During the training and preparation process, attention was also paid to 
potential negative bias and discrimination within the team. 

In many respects the approach to the study was structured but also flexible and eclectic, 
drawing on a range of ideas, illustrating that the relationship between social work, 
research and practice is a close one, with a great deal appearing in common and being 
useful. 

The Research Process, Including Ethical Safeguards 
The research was initially influenced by the terms of reference, which provided an early 
guide to what the study was to include (Appendix 2). Essentially these required the team 
to employ qualitative methodologies to find out about the experiences of boys who have 
been sexually abused and exploited and to explore the current availability of services, 
developing ideas for “models of care”. Initiatives for SSC to develop appropriate training 
for staff, raising awareness of the problem of the sexual abuse of boys in Cambodia and 
identifying the needs for further research were all included. Each of these areas was 
developed and modified over the course of the project.  

A key feature of qualitative research methods is that satisfactory explanations of social 
issues, particularly sensitive and hidden problems like sexual abuse, require substantial 
appreciation of the perspectives, culture and “world views” of those involved. Detailed 
investigations that “scratch below the surface” are needed before events can be 
adequately explained and interpreted.  

Despite their popularity in Cambodia, surveys were unlikely to reveal the depth of 
information required about a sensitive and hidden topic such as sexual abuse; the lack of 
previous Cambodian research in this area or a visible population of abused boys ensured 
that an exploratory, flexible, creative, interpretive and, in many respects, experimental 
study  design was required. The involvement of a team of Khmer staff throughout the 
process was likely to enhance this approach in many respects.  Allan10 suggests:  

Qualitative approaches can rightly be regarded as exploratory, using 
informants’ own understandings of events in analysing social settings. 
Rather than assume that world views are already known, there is 
acknowledgement that much has to be learnt before the right 
questions can be posed, let alone answers found. 

It therefore became clear at an early stage that a range of methods of data collection 
would have to be employed cumulatively in order to achieve our goals, enabling the 
triangulation of data, to compensate for the biases of any particular method. Exploring 
the issue of sexual abuse in this manner would rely, where boys were concerned, on a 
retrospective sample. Exploring people’s own accounts of their experiences has been 
criticised for being incomplete or unreliable but we hoped this could be overcome by 

                                                 
10 Allan, G. (1991) 
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talking to “significant others” and comparison with other data where it existed. Harvey 
acknowledges:11  

Critical social research requires that empirical material is collected 
…statistical material, anecdotes, directly observable behaviour, media 
content, interview responses … whatever provides insight is useful. 

The need to balance creativity with being systematic was very clear and also guided the 
design of the study, including development of interview schedules and methods of 
analysis in order for each and every instance and event to be scrutinised. 

Ethical Concerns 
The sensitivity and potential implications of this study were not lost on the team. The 
need for all research activities to be carried out with great care, following sound ethical 
considerations, was a guiding principle.  This was considered in relation to the potential 
impact on all respondents, whether boys and young men, staff or carers. It would be a 
mistake to assume that boys were potentially the only respondents directly or indirectly 
affected by sexual abuse.  

Rigorous literature searches, comparison of documents and previous social work 
experience helped with the development of both ethical and informed consent guidelines 
for research procedures (Appendices 3 and 4). Feedback, advice and support were 
provided from the local ethics review board facilitated by World Vision.  

Ethical concerns were not restricted to direct interviews with respondents, however. The 
need for sensitivity and openness to the possibility of unexpected and recurring ethical 
dilemmas influenced every stage of the research. The potential for the issue to affect 
team members, referred to as “vicarious traumatisation”, was also addressed in training, 
and support was offered throughout the process.  

In some respects, research related to sensitive topics, because it sharpens ethical 
dilemmas, tends to reveal the limits of existing ethical theories.12 Some might argue that 
to research the sexual abuse of boys may itself be unethical. Others consider that not 
researching the subject, denying the potential for providing insight and increased 
opportunities for support, to be so. The fact that sensitive topics pose complex issues 
and dilemmas does not imply that they shouldn’t be studied, as Sieber and Stanley13 
argue: 

Sensitive research addresses some of society’s most pressing social 
issues and policy questions. Although ignoring the ethical issues is not 
a responsible approach to science, shying away from controversial 
topics, just because they are controversial, is also an avoidance of 
responsibility. 

Sieber14 also points out that ethics and politics are intertwined in sensitive research, 
especially when it is carried out in community settings. While sexual abuse of boys, for 
example, is a hidden topic, because it deals with the problems of real people, it is likely to 
provoke a wide range of responses from those who learn about it. She suggests that 

                                                 
11  Harvey, L. (1993)  

12 Renzetti, C.M. and Lee, R.M. (1993) 

13 Sieber, J.E. & Stanley, B. (1988) 

14 Sieber, J.E. (1993)  
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those carrying out such research must design the study for maximum validity and 
minimum offensiveness and researchers must be prepared to negotiate with a range of 
gatekeepers. The success of the study was therefore likely to depend on a balance of 
cultural sensitivity, research design skills and the political sophistication with which the 
team presented their plans to others.  

A further reason for the study to follow rigorous ethical standards is that research related 
to child sexual abuse can be highly influential and consequential. It has the potential to 
affect organisational and public policy, influence how professionals do their jobs and 
how victims and survivors of abuse are perceived and treated. The enormity of the task 
and the responsibility it bestowed were not lost on the team, and all efforts were taken to 
ensure that rigorous high standards were followed. 

Pre-Research Activities 
Once the team was assembled and learning needs clarified, there followed several weeks, 
from February to April 2007, in which ongoing training and development overlapped 
with a range of research-related activities. These were designed to prepare the team prior 
to entry into the field and included: 

• literature searches and reviews of relevant local, regional and 
international material, prior to and during the field research, 
and developing a library of useful resources; 

• monitoring of media output related to boys, sexual abuse and 
related issues, which continued throughout the study; 

• key informant meetings with individuals, groups and 
organisations informing the research design and development 
sampling;  

• piloting of research-related questions in key informant 
meetings; 

• negotiating with gatekeepers prior to entry into the field; 

• planning and holding focus group discussions with staff of 
NGOs; 

• establishment of a potential sample for participants—staff and 
boys. 

The training sessions from February to April included a range of subjects related to 
research and exploration of issues related to sexual abuse. The requirement for the 
researchers to have a depth of knowledge of the subject matter was considered an 
essential element, without which it would have been unethical to continue. The process 
and content are described in Appendix 1. 

Carrying Out the Research 

Key Informant Interviews 
Prior to the research starting, 23 KI interviews and meetings were held. This group 
comprised individuals with experience of working in social welfare, including researchers, 
trainers, advisers and directors of NGOs known to work with sexually abused children. 
This enabled the team to identify individuals and organisations willing to take part in the 
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study, contributing to the development of samples, and identified key issues and 
questions, assisting the development of methodology. It also provided an opportunity for 
the team to pilot some questions for staff participants and develop confidence. 

Alongside training and preparation, plans were made to enter the field in three sites from 
the beginning of April through to June 2007. Field research was disrupted by Khmer 
New Year holidays, so interviews were carried out in Phnom Penh on either side of the 
break in April. Time was spent in Kompong Som (Sihanoukville) in late April/early May 
and then in Battambang during the last two weeks of May. Organisations that were 
unavailable in Phnom Penh in April required flexibility, so further appointments in the 
capital were arranged for the first two weeks of June.  

Sampling  
The TOR identified that, where possible, the sample could and should be drawn from 
boys known to be victims or survivors of abuse and who were already in the care of, or 
had existing contact with, organisations. Given that this was the first study of its kind in 
Cambodia, the fact that sexual abuse is shrouded in secrecy and the lack of specific 
individual or group support services for sexually abused boys, a clinical sample did not 
exist. Finding a sample of boys and young men willing to spend time with researchers 
therefore was always likely to present challenges. 

Our concern to follow strict ethical guidelines required the needs of children to be 
considered paramount (far above the need for data collection), and we were determined 
not to place any child at risk of harm or further exploitation of any kind. The 
commitment to informed consent required that a sample be developed over a period of 
time, by building relationships and utilising existing contacts, local knowledge and links 
made through key informant meetings. 

The nature and public profile of some NGOs’ work in human rights and child protection 
(APLE)15 suggested obvious starting points. Those working with homeless or street 
children and coalitions of organisations such as ECPAT and COSECAM were also 
approached. Existing referral pathways were followed up while word of mouth suggested 
other organisations most likely to be working with boys. Over the duration of the study, 
a sample of staff participants emerged that mirrored a cross-section of smaller and larger 
organisations, with a variety of origins and ethos in all three field sites.  

By the end of the process, the team was satisfied that the staff sample also represented a 
mix of male and female staff with a wide range of responsibilities and seniority. To 
explore the experience of participants, interviews were arranged with as wide a range of 
individuals as possible: carers, counsellors, social workers, psychologists, Buddhist 
monks, team leaders, project coordinators and lawyers through to directors of local and 
international NGOs. Some organisations approached chose not to take part in the study 
or did not respond to attempts to contact them. 

The original TOR from Hagar suggested that the age range for development of services, 
within that organisation at least, would be five to 14 years. However, a decision was taken 
at an early stage to include in the sample older boys and young and adult men who had 
been sexually abused as children. A few of the older boys and young adults were in 
contact with organisations supporting the needs of MSM. The contributions of these 
older boys were considered likely to be a rich source of information. 

                                                 
15 APLE has in recent years published several documents related to the sexual exploitation of street 
children and profiling victims and offenders. Details can be found in the literature review.  

“I thought it could never happen to boys”   35



It was suggested by others on more than one occasion that a sample would not be 
difficult to generate and that boys would find it easy to talk, but our experiences were 
otherwise. We hoped to develop what some refer to as a “snowballing” sample 
throughout the study. We were entering the unknown in many respects, requiring a firm 
commitment to ethical concerns, patience and flexibility.  

On a few occasions, decisions were made based on ethical concerns, not to follow up 
and include boys in the sample who had contact with specific projects. This occurred 
where it was considered that staff awareness and understanding of the boys’ needs was 
particularly low, where relationships were not sufficiently strong and/or a noticeable 
culture of “blame” appeared to exist regarding boys and sexual abuse. It was considered 
probable that boys needing follow-up support once the team had left the site would be 
most unlikely to receive it, possibly leaving them in a more vulnerable position.  

We also learned a great deal about organisational cultures. The vast majority of 
organisations expressed great openness, warmth and interest in the research, giving us 
the freedom to talk with a variety of representatives. However, in a few cases, what can 
be described as “gatekeeping” resulted in senior staff choosing and controlling who was 
permitted to speak. The same organisations, while agreeing to take part in the research, 
also appeared reluctant to facilitate us meeting boys in their care. This was not 
unexpected given the sensitive nature of the subject and is considered a common feature 
of such research. We encouraged staff, carers or other adults chosen by the child to be 
present when meetings with boys took place, although we were mindful of the impact 
this could have. In one particularly memorable case, the facial expressions of staff in 
response to one boy’s answer about levels of support he had received from the project 
were considered unhelpful. 

All participants, including staff and organisational representatives, were promised 
anonymity in relation to their responses. It was hoped that this would encourage honesty 
and greater depth of responses by easing worries and concerns about revealing lack of 
knowledge or fear of revealing mistakes.16 For the research to be useful, we not only 
needed to find out what participants said their organisations did, but what they do in 
reality.  

Rigorous attempts were made to identify regional projects or organisations specialising in 
the care of sexually abused and exploited boys, but this was not successful. Enquiries met 
a lack of positive responses, suggesting that the issue is also not particularly well 
addressed in neighbouring countries such as Thailand, Vietnam and Laos. Casting the net 
further, contacts were made with an organisation supporting male survivors in Hong 
Kong. Several organisations in the UK specialising in the provision of support for male 
survivors were contacted, providing sources of useful comparative data that will be 
discussed later.  

                                                 
16 In relation to development work, O’Leary and Nee (2001), p. 111, identified the existence of 
organisational cultures characterised by the fear of revealing mistakes or perceived failures. They cite the 
Khmer proverb “You should not open your abdomen for the black crow to eat your intestines” and 
suggest that this kind of thinking reinforces the culture of conformity and silence—precisely what we were 
trying to avoid in our study. It is distinctly possible that, without guarantees of anonymity for staff, the 
quality, depth and honesty of responses would be adversely affected.  No research occurs in a vacuum, and 
the possibility exists for the findings to be far reaching; many of the participants had never taken part in 
research before. A further consideration must be that it is also highly likely that a significant number of 
staff participants may also have experienced sexual abuse at some point in their lives. Therefore, sensitivity 
and safety, partially achieved through guarantees of confidentiality and anonymity, were considered equally 
important for all.  
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The total number of interviews conducted over the duration of the study is as follows: 
Sihanoukville—25 staff from two organisations and nine boys. Battambang—29 staff 
from 10 organisations and one young man. Phnom Penh—49 staff representing 18 
organisations and 30 boys and young men. In addition, 23 key informant meetings and 
interviews took place prior to or at early stages of the study. Five focus groups of staff 
representatives and a small number of telephone or email interviews added to the pool of 
data. In total, 40 boys or young men and almost 200 adults had the opportunity to share 
and take part in the research.  

Methodology 
The development of a suitable methodology and methods of data gathering were 
informed by a merging of theories, knowledge and experience related to qualitative 
research, sexual abuse and working with children, drawing on the team members’ 
experiences.  

Research Methods—Staff Participants 
The need to explore the issue in depth ensured that the primary method of data 
collection would be semi-structured interviews. Questions and “themes” were created 
through a group process prior to the field research beginning. It was hoped that this 
would encourage ownership and deeper understanding of the issues at the heart of the 
matter. The team started by looking at the “big questions” and developed themes for 
probing deeper. These reflected the needs of the TOR, issues discussed at KI meetings 
and the requirement to scratch below the surface, understanding the world views of 
participants.  

The questions included an exploration of definitions of sexual abuse and exploitation, 
existing experiences of working with sexually abused boys and attitudes towards child-
rearing practices for male children. The guide also asked about existing knowledge and 
experiences related to the impacts and effects of sexual abuse, difficulties and successes 
related to working with boys and also recovery. The training and support needs of 
participants were discussed. A summary of the staff interview guide is in Appendix 5.  

Focus groups with staff and carers from some organisations were carried out in several 
sites during the study, enabling data to be gathered in a more natural process. In some 
cases, the groups helped identify individuals to be interviewed alone and in more depth at 
a later date. Meetings and interviews were usually carried out at a time and place 
convenient for the staff, which in the vast majority of cases was their workplace or office. 
Further information was also gained by looking at documents produced by NGOs 
related to the subject area, including child protection procedures, service and information 
leaflets and tools used for working with children, where they existed.  

Research Methods—Boys 
Themes and questions for data collection were created in a process similar to that 
described above, following training, enabling a semi-structured interview schedule to 
emerge (Appendix 6). The sensitivity of the issue and the potential variety of ages, 
abilities and nature of participants’ experiences required flexibility and a variety of 
methods to be employed to collect data. Consideration was given to the fact that talking 
about sexually abusive experiences was likely to be a difficult experience. Therefore a 
range of tools and activities was prepared to build relationships and enable boys to 
express themselves in a variety of ways. It was anticipated that providing a choice of 
methods and activities for expression, providing a “safe distancing”, would enhance the 
process. Life stories were used alongside other methods influenced by art therapy, such 

“I thought it could never happen to boys”   37



as mandala drawings.17 The team was encouraged to spend time together and with 
friends and relatives practising using the tools prior to field research.  

Interview questions or themes were explored utilising a “sanctioning” style,18 prefacing 
questions in a way that enabled participants to feel that their experiences were shared by 
others. For example, “Some boys say that after being abused they have problems with 
their health or feelings—what do you know or think about that?” This can help to reduce 
isolation but also placed the boys in a position where they were the experts, the ones who 
know, not the researchers or the “adults”. Boys also had a choice of how they talked 
about what they know, by being encouraged to refer to either other boys or themselves, 
also creating a “safe distance”. In most cases boys talked about their own experiences; 
those that chose to talk about others initially often referred to them selves later.  

Although the term “interview” is used, in many respects it barely describes the process. 
In one field site, the team engaged in a variety of activities over several days, meeting, 
talking, listening, observing (and being observed) by boys until a level of trust was built, 
prior to interviews. Participants were given the freedom to take part or not and a choice 
of where meetings took place. The previously mentioned ethical policy and informed 
consent documents served as guidance throughout. Where it was not possible to gain 
permission of parents for children under the age of 18 years, staff discussed the research 
with the child to see if they wished to take part. Consent was gained either in writing, 
orally or both. Participants could choose not to answer any question or to stop the 
interview at any time without pressure being applied. 

Key themes included “problem-free talk” at the beginning of the time together. Time 
was also spent finding out what familiar words and phrases boys use to describe abuse so 
that they could be reflected throughout interviews. Themes explored ways that boys are 
hurt, other than sexual abuse, and gradually the guide explored their experiences and 
knowledge of sexual abuse and exploitation, including impacts and effects. Subsequently 
the “open question” style explored experiences of and ideas for what boys need from 
helpers and supporters. Boys were also asked what they would like to say to other boys 
and adults in Cambodia about sexual abuse—in effect giving them a voice that would be 
shared with others in the final report. All participants were reassured about privacy and 
confidentiality, and there was more problem-free talk or activities at the end of the 
process.  

Where possible, plans to meet staff and boys were made well in advance of field visits, 
following negotiation with key informants and other contacts. However, a degree of 
flexibility was required in some settings because of the unpredictable nature of people’s 
work schedules and/or lifestyles of the boys.  

All interviews with boys were carried out by the Khmer researchers, usually working in 
pairs, one actively involved while the second listened quietly and made notes. Boys were 
interviewed at a range of venues, which included their own homes, offices of the NGO 
supporting them or, in some cases, somewhere else chosen by the respondents, such as a 
quiet place at the beach. Researchers also spent time with boys in small groups or pairs, 
informally, where they also volunteered information. The data were recorded on the 
previously mentioned research tools and/or in note form by the non-active researcher in 
the pair. After each interview, the researchers consulted and recorded the final notes to 
be submitted. These were also enhanced by use of a reflexive research journal, providing 

                                                 
17 Malchiodi, C.A. (1998)  

18 Lummis, T. (1987) 
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an additional source of data. In line with good practice, participants were not paid for 
taking part in the research, although drinks and snacks were provided and travel expenses 
paid where this was relevant. 

Many boys were understandably initially shy or distracted. Two boys at one field site 
decided that they didn’t want to take part, but generally the vast majority of participants 
were reassured and were content to share their experiences and ideas. Some of the older 
boys and young men in particular appeared eager to speak out and expressed pleasure 
that people were taking the time to research this subject. The interviews were carried out 
with “conscious partiality”, demanding that researchers assume the role of empathic 
listeners and neither exploit nor manipulate the researched. This places great emphasis 
on the treatment of participants as people with very real feelings, placing value on 
personal interaction and personal experiences.19  

Team debriefing meetings took place at the end of each day in the field, at which 
experiences, concerns and support were shared by the team and plans made for the 
following day. The potential for the team to be adversely affected by what they were 
hearing, discussing or translating remained high, and plans were in place to offer support 
on an ongoing basis.  

While all interviews with boys and staff were designed to allow participants’ own stories 
and perspectives to emerge, researchers are not merely ‘recording instruments’. 
Consideration was given to the potential impact of the researchers’ own life experiences 
and presence upon the participants. The vast majority of the boys’ experiences have been 
characterised by silence, shame and lack of opportunities to talk or be listened to. We 
were encouraging precisely the opposite. Where people are researched, the whole process 
has been described as being open to “double subjectivity”20—that of the participant and 
of the researcher. The presence of this was acknowledged, used and understood as part 
of the process. 

The team leader carried out a large number of interviews with staff participants, using a 
translator where required. Further data were gathered by monitoring media and press 
output throughout the research.  

Difficulties Encountered and Limitations of the Study 

Time 
The need for flexibility within qualitative research is noted by several experts in the field, 
and this study required a monumental effort from all involved. The original TOR 
suggested a total of 80 days to complete the study, but was amended to incorporate the 
capacity-building team approach. It was also clear that a short training and preparation 
course would not adequately prepare the team and that a considerable amount of time 
and effort would be required. The time frame was therefore amended and the study, 
including analysis of data, planned to take place over a period of 22 weeks (110 working 
days). Days were lost to national holidays, and time in the field was also extended to 
accommodate the needs of two NGOs in Phnom Penh, not able to take part at the 
originally planned time. The study generated so much fieldwork and data that the time 
was eventually extended by a further two weeks, totalling 120 working days. 

                                                 
19 Mies, M. (1983) 

20 Lewis & Meredith (1988). 
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The plan to interview both boys and staff representatives in three geographic sites 
resulted in what was envisaged as a small-scale study becoming much larger. One 
seasoned researcher had remarked prior to the study that perhaps it was more suited to a 
12- or even 18-month time frame. The study would have benefited greatly from a much 
longer term approach, similar to the one utilised by Durham.21  

The team leader’s lack of fluency in Khmer and use of interpreters throughout the study 
ensured that the majority of conversations became an intellectual exercise, which was an 
exhausting experience for all concerned, particularly as the data generated required that 
each and every recorded passage of speech had to be examined in meticulous detail. It 
was also clear that translation of language and actual meaning are very different 
processes, often requiring deeper and more complex discussion to clarify meanings and 
avoid misunderstandings. This ensured that in order to achieve goals with a sense of 
confidence, a level of intense scrutiny was experienced which is not present when 
researchers from similar language and cultural backgrounds work together.  

Sexual abuse is a notoriously difficult research subject, riddled with methodological 
challenges that would stretch the abilities of the most experienced researchers. The need 
to master so many new skills and so much new information resulted in a very steep and 
exhausting learning curve for all concerned prior to entry into the field. While the team 
clearly benefited from the approach and new learning,22 it was an intense process that 
would also have benefited from more time.  

Intense exposure to the issue of sexual abuse over a period of months also had a 
powerful and occasionally stressful impact on all members of the team. Members 
commented on feeling shock and anger when confronted with the acts of perpetrators 
and great sadness and other strong emotions when learning the reality of boys’ 
experiences. We found it both frustrating and distressing at times not to be able to offer 
more meaningful and longer term support to some of the boys. One researcher 
commented that at times it felt like “watching a ship out at sea that was sinking and not 
being able to do anything about it”, while others also commented on feelings of 
helplessness when faced with the reality of the boys’ lives. Therefore, care was taken 
throughout the process to offer an outlet for these feelings, by provision of ongoing 
support and promotion of self-care.  

Because this was the first specific research of its kind in Cambodia, there was no familiar 
path to follow or previous research to take advantage of. Everything had to be created 
from new, which also increased the time required for many activities.  

Samples 
While “snowballing” can be useful, utilising existing pathways and relationships between 
NGOs and individuals, the initial sample was skewed because they were boys known to 
have been abused predominantly by so-called foreign paedophiles. Prior to the research, 
little evidence existed of the abuse of boys by Cambodians, and it was hoped that this 
could be addressed. However, we had to take whatever opportunities presented 
themselves. 

                                                 
21 Durham, A. (2003) previously supported his sample for 18 months as a counsellor and carried out a 
study that lasted a further 18 months. 

22 An evaluation of the process identified a number of significant benefits for the team, which will be 
included in a later follow-up document. 
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The nature of the organisations involved in the study (predominantly those working with 
poor or disadvantaged families or street children) resulted in no children or adults from 
middle-class backgrounds being included. While this may leave the impression that abuse 
of male children does not occur within those backgrounds, it is unlikely to be the case, 
and future research will also need to be carried out.  

The study was limited to three geographical sites, and while they represented a cross-
section of Cambodia, the study would have benefited from greater coverage, especially 
Poipet and the border area and other rural sites. 

The final sample did not include any Vietnamese boys. It is known that sexual abuse and 
exploitation are strong features of girls in Vietnamese communities,23 indicating the need 
for further research, which is addressed later in the report. Many organisations have 
either very few or no Vietnamese staff, and it is possible that many needs of the 
Vietnamese community are subject to high levels of bias and discrimination in a variety 
of settings, resulting in fewer opportunities to include Vietnamese boys in the sample. 

Research elsewhere identifies that both physical and mental disability are known to be a 
significant risk factor in abuse and children with disabilities experience higher than usual 
rates of sexual abuse.24 This study did not have contact with organisations working with 
children with disabilities, and this warrants further research. 

A number of variables resulted in some key international and local organisations not 
taking part, or playing a minimal role in the study. These included lack of time or lack of 
response to requests for their involvement. Some organisations stated that they were not 
experts and were therefore unwilling or unable to take part, despite assurances that the 
research was not focused on so-called experts. Some significant organisations with clear 
responsibilities for working with children (and therefore boys) did not wish to take part, 
and this was a disappointment, although that fact itself is a significant finding.   

Definitions Used in the Research 
Definitions of sexual abuse and exploitation may vary according to the age of the victim 
or perpetrator, the relationship between them, the act or acts that constitute abuse and 
the theoretical background of the researcher. In preparation for this study, the team 
explored their own and numerous organisational definitions within the public domain to 
gain as wide an exposure as possible (UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
UNICEF, World Health Organisation, ECPAT International and SSC, to name but a 
few). Some are succinct, others more detailed and expansive. Many include non-contact 
forms of abuse and reflect the growing body of knowledge in relation to sexual abuse, for 
example including the potential for other children and adolescents to sexually abuse 
other children.25  

Definitions that recognise “grooming” behaviours, including use of the internet, are 
more recent developments. The Cambodian legal system uses a number of different 
sources to define and respond to sexual abuse, which further complicates the issue. 
During the course of this study the laws used to prosecute perpetrators were amended, 
and at the time of writing a summary of those changes was unavailable. Efforts will be 

                                                 
23 Reimer, J.K., Gourley, S. & Langeler, E. (2006) 

24 For girls with a developmental disability, the average estimates for abuse are 1.5 times higher than the 
general population rate; for boys with a developmental disability, the rate was roughly double. McCreary 
Centre Society (1993) 

25 Cantwell, H. (1988) 

“I thought it could never happen to boys”   41



made to include this information in the final copy, which will be available on the Hagar 
web site. Where boys were concerned, we encouraged them to use their own words and 
explanations to describe their experiences.  

For the purposes of this study, the following definitions were developed. Drawing on the 
work of others, this is intended as a baseline definition. The team recognises that 
following the completion of the study, it may be necessary to refine the definitions based 
on the evidence provided by the boys. 

Sexual abuse: Child sexual abuse is any form of sexual activity with a child, by an adult, 
or by another child (male or female) where there is no consent or consent is not possible; 
or by another child who has power over the child. By this definition, it is possible for a 
child to be sexually abused by a child who is younger than him/herself.  

Sexual abuse includes, but is not limited to: 

• exposing a child to adult sexual activity or pornographic 
materials; 

• placing the child’s hand on another person’s genitals or sexual 
parts of their body or anus, or touching a child’s genitals, 
sexual parts or anus; 

• sexual kissing and oral sex; 

• penetration, including by the penis, fingers or any object, of the 
vagina, mouth or anus; 

• making sexual or lewd comments about the child’s body; 

• having children pose, undress or perform in a sexual manner—
either for the purpose of taking photographs or film, or in 
person. 

• voyeurism—spying on children for sexual gratification.  

Sexual exploitation: The use of a child for sexual purposes in exchange for cash or in-
kind favours (this may include shelter, food, drugs, transportation etc.). The identity of 
the exploiter is not limited to but may include family members (including other children), 
customers, and intermediaries or agents who benefit. Sexual exploitation can include but 
is not limited to the sexual activities outlined above.  

Many children may not identify themselves as victims of abuse or exploitation for a 
variety of reasons, including sophisticated “grooming techniques” and use of bribes and 
friendship that disguise the abuse. Quite often children who are sexually abused or 
exploited are described as “selling sex”, “sex workers” or “prostitutes”. This can dilute 
the perceptions of such abuse as harmful and obscures the criminality of the exploiter or 
abuser, encouraging a tendency to view such transactions as involving consent on the 
part of the child. For a far more comprehensive discussion of important issues related to 
defining sexual abuse and exploitation, read “Semantics and Substance”.26

Child: For the purposes of this research, a child was deemed to be any boy or girl under 
the age of 18 years. 
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Paedophile—definition and brief discussion  
The term “paedophile” generally describes individuals with a sexual orientation toward 
prepubescent children and is a commonly used term in abuse-related literature and local 
and international press reports. However, I consider that it is overly and inappropriately 
used in relation to the sexual abuse of children. Whether intentionally or not, use of the 
term is usually accompanied by an emphasis on boys as victims. It seems that in 
Cambodia at least, the term is often used to include and describe all (particularly foreign) 
abusers of boys, or to refer to what is presumed to be a particular type of abuser.  

The common use of this term excludes much needed discussion and debate. Research 
reveals that many abusers of boys are also involved in sexual relationships with adults or 
may have their own children, but this definition excludes the possibility of sexual contact 
with adults being explored. Similarly in the UK in years past, children were told to be 
alert to “stranger danger”; abusers were demonised as “dirty old men”, and protection 
efforts focused on strangers, rather than reflecting reality and protecting children from 
the most likely source of abuse—known and trusted individuals from within their own 
families and communities. 

Writing over a decade ago, (and therefore prior to the recent growth of knowledge in 
relation to female abusers), Liz Kelly and others made the point that, rather than 
enabling the recognition of abusers as “ordinary men”—fathers, brothers, uncles, 
colleagues—over-use of the term paedophile means that we are in danger of returning to 
a more comfortable view of them as “other”, fundamentally different, “not normal 
men”.  They also observed that the term shifts attention from a focus on “power and 
control” to notions of “sexual deviance, obsession and addiction”, thus medicalising and 
individualising what is clearly a social issue concerning the construction of masculinity 
and male sexuality.27 Referring to the growth of the “sexual freedom movement” they 
commented: 

Use of the term has perhaps contributed to a context where men who 
seek to justify their wish to abuse have been able to organise 
politically, and even seek the status of “oppressed sexual minority”. 

They also noted that the separation and presentation of “paedophiles” from others who 
sexually abuse may result in us noticing the differences between them and ignoring the 
many similarities—in the kind of acts involved and the ways they entrap and control 
children.  

Unlike “child abuser”, the term “paedophile” disguises rather than names the issue. The 
Greek origins of the word literally mean “one who loves children”. Author Richard 
Hoffman comments on the inappropriateness of this term in modern discourse:28

To use this word to describe those who violate children and in many 
instances kill to silence them, is to help the wolf into his woolly 
disguise. The term paedophile is more than a poor word choice, 
however; a pseudo-medical term, it asks us to see such evil as arising 
from disease or illness, evil in its effect, perhaps, but no more 
intentional than other natural misfortunes like diabetes, say, or 
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muscular dystrophy. This makes the violation of children as part of the 
natural order and the perpetrator as one who cannot help himself.  

In place of the term paedophile, then, let me offer an alternative: 
“paedoscele”, from Latin “scelus”, meaning “evil deed”. Try it “peed-
o- skeel’’: one who does evil to children … The rape of a child is an act 
of contempt, not an expression of sexuality or affection. Paedosceles 
want us to believe otherwise. This is why they talk of “love” between 
men and boys. All too often we fall for it … a TV commentator 
(reporting on a recent case) said the defendant had “admitted to being 
overly fond of young boys” (the word paedophile is there, in the 
shadows). At the pre-trial hearing, one boy said that the man had 
threatened to cut off his genitals if he told. Another boy testified that 
the man threatened to shoot his little brother. Overly fond indeed … 

Use of the terms ‘victim’ and ‘survivor’ 
Both are commonly used terms in abuse-related literature and by their nature convey 
powerful meanings. Borrowing from Muehlenhard,29 the term “victim” is used to refer to 
someone who “is sexually coerced and while recognising that this term implies that a 
person is powerless while being coerced, subsequently however he or she would be called 
a survivor”. The limitations of these terms have been noted by Crowder and Lew,30 the 
latter observing that “we must always be aware that survival is a temporary state, one that 
will be replaced by something better”. However, given the need for brevity, I will use the 
terms “victim” and “survivor” interchangeably throughout the report. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE SUMMARY 
AND REVIEW 
Because this is the first study of its type in Cambodia, to gain an understanding of the 
cultural, social and economic contexts in which the sexual abuse of boys arises and 
flourishes, it was important to observe the ways in which it is currently represented, 
described and understood in the public domain. This required extensive literature 
searches for publications, speeches, media reports and other social products that 
construct or reflect the way the issue is defined and represented. Documents and reports 
from international and local NGOs relating to sexual abuse, exploitation and child 
protection in Cambodia were obtained and examined for references to boys. Service 
leaflets and resources for staff and children were acquired, and local press and media 
output was monitored for the duration of the study.  

Due to the paucity of research on the subject, this is less of a review and more of a 
summary of available data; it is collapsed into three sections, on local, regional and 
international research. The sections on regional and international research are included 
because they contain data that may be useful for comparison and insight. It was 
considered important to consider the evidence from this study in the light of what has 
preceded it elsewhere, enabling the reader to consider important differences and 
similarities from the Cambodian data. 

Where available, statistics relating to reported incidents or prevalence of sexual abuse of 
boys are shared, although it remains important to bear in mind that all sexual crimes are 
under-reported. Estimates suggest that fewer than 10 percent of victims report their 
experiences. In the case of boys, the figure may be considerably less. 

Cambodian-Based Literature 

Numerous publications related to sexual abuse and exploitation were obtained seeking 
references to boys. A great deal of valuable research and literature has been generated in 
Cambodia in recent years referring to the sexual abuse and exploitation of women and 
children. However, one could be forgiven for assuming that boys are in fact not children, 
because many studies make scant or no reference at all to males. This may reflect 
dominant theoretical perspectives as well as research methodology and design, or 
possibly lack of referrals to organisations. Whatever the reasons, it has led to low levels 
of concern and awareness among professionals and researchers. The significant number 
of publications referring to males as perpetrators reinforces assumptions that males are 
abusers rather than victims. This suggests the need for specific research and more 
scrupulous attempts to include victimised males in the future.  

There have been few attempts to identify prevalence rates, while available information 
relating to reported incidents from a variety of sources, such as the Ministry of Interior 
and police helpline, indicate that very small numbers of boys are reporting abuse or 
coming to the attention of authorities. Information from these sources is often patchy 
and incomplete and is unlikely to reflect the true scale of the problem. The table below 
presents the limited information available at this time, relating to cases where sexual 
abuse of boys came to the attention of law enforcement authorities. (Source: Ministry of 
Interior).  
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  Year Age 

under 15 

Age  

16-17 

Age  

18+ 

2001 14 NI NI 

2002 NI NI NI 

2003 2 NI NI 

2004 36  7 14 

2005 18 0 1 

2006* 9 0 0 
* In 2006, statistics for the months of October, November and December were not supplied. NI 
(no information) indicates that statistics for that year were indicated by a blank space, as opposed 
to use of 0. 

Research-Related Literature 
In 1996, Tarr’s study exploring risk-related sexual behaviour includes several references 
to male to male sexual behaviour, some of which may be considered abusive. She 
comments on Cambodian Americans involved in same-sex relationships as they were 
growing up in Cambodia, suggesting that feminine males were the “targets of their 
counterparts”.31 Also cited is the publicity surrounding a British medical practitioner who 
was arrested in 1995 at NGO instigation, for sexually abusing Cambodian boys as young 
as seven. She comments that this case perplexed many Cambodians who could not 
understand the “politics of paedophilia” because it lacks deep roots in Cambodian 
culture, and that the government felt it necessary to respond to international pressure by 
proceeding with a court case. 

A 20-year-old student described how older monks would tell younger monks that they 
should not dream about women; otherwise they would wake up having “wet dreams”. To 
prevent this from happening, the younger boys had to show their penis, which the older 
monk would grab and play with until it became erect. He would draw a picture of a 
naked woman on the tip of the penis, while at the same time telling the novice not to 
think about women any more. The respondent stated that quite often the young monk 
would ejaculate and that this activity occurred almost every night with many others.32

The study shares the story of an 18-year-old student recalling how a middle ranking state 
official often engaged in penetrative sex with him. The official, who was married with 
children, promised to get him an official position for performing oral sex.33 Also cited are 
examples of a 17-year-old raped by a man in a rural area and also boys as young as eight 
or nine years, offering to engage in sexual activity with older males, including foreign aid 
workers from a variety of international organisations.  

In 1993, the post-UNTAC government wrote into the constitution a number of 
safeguards to prevent trafficking of women and minors for sexual exploitation. It may be 
that the provision was made under duress or precluded any realistic debate on the issue, 
because the government wished to gain the acceptance of the international community 
and the benefits that accompany that. Tarr asserts that Cambodian conceptions may be 
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at variance with those entertained by many non-local NGOs that have taken it upon 
themselves to act as advocates for Cambodians unable to act as their own.  

Abuse of boys should be seen in the context of what an older minister of state told her 
about why many older Cambodians were not concerned with the sexual exploitation of 
young people on the streets of Phnom Penh by expatriates. He is quoted thus:34  

“Do you not think that Cambodians do these things yourself? When I 
was young it was an open secret that there were always young boys to 
be had. Even today I know some older men still like to have sex with 
younger boys.”  

It seems that while this activity does not enjoy widespread social approval, it was not 
unknown and, on the basis of the above comments at least, was considered to be a 
phenomenon that had occurred for some time.  

In 2004 a Tearfund study into the prevalence and perceptions of sexual abuse of more 
than 1300 Cambodian children (aged 12–15)35 reported high numbers of children (63.8 
percent) who said they knew children who had been raped by an adult, while 23.5 
percent of boys and 21.4 percent of girls said they had witnessed the rape of a child in 
their community. The authors speculate that children who have themselves been raped 
are reluctant to disclose and may prefer to say they have witnessed the rape of another 
child instead. When asked, the survey indicated that 1.8 percent of boys and 0.6 percent 
of girls said that they had been raped. 

A significant minority of children (14.5 percent) said they were touched by an adult on 
the genitals before nine years of age, this figure rising to 16.1 percent after nine years. 
More boys than girls reported this in both cases: 18.9 percent for boys and 13.5 percent 
of girls after nine years of age. A later Tearfund study36 considers the question of 
culturally appropriate touching and comments on observations of babies being touched 
and kissed on the genitals to soothe them when they are upset. Accounts are shared of 
boys of two to three years being teased by having their shorts pulled down and having 
their penis tugged, thus exposing them to ridicule. 

Examples of adults grabbing the genital area of boys (and girls) up to the age of nine 
years, to check the presence of a penis, are said to be considered “acceptable” in Khmer 
culture. The same study cites another researcher observing that “Cambodian men tweak 
the penis of a young boy as a sign of affection rather than sexual gratification”.37 The 
study also cites a previous World Vision report38 that includes a description of the 
situation of 10 boys involved in “prostitution”, although attempts to obtain a copy of this 
were unsuccessful. 

In contrast, important research by SCA,39 seeking the views of Cambodian men and 
women between the ages of 21 and 26, suggested that “genital touching” by adults of 
children is in fact not considered acceptable. These contradictory accounts and other 
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comments of both local and expatriate staff prior to the study ensured that this would be 
an area of exploration with both staff and boys.  

The majority of participants in the SCA study also spoke of their “constant fear” that 
female children might be raped, with less concern being expressed about boys. Female 
children who are raped are said to be “soiled” or “damaged” for life, as a result of loss of 
virginity, honour and marriage possibilities. Honour in relation to male victims is not 
discussed, but the report skips over the possibility of male victimisation, stating that “the 
same is not true for the male perpetrator, he is not soiled and remains marriageable.’’40 
While this comment is a true representation of the circumstances, it inadvertently 
reinforces the idea that males are not abused but perpetrators and are to be denied victim 
status, a common occurrence in research related to sexual abuse, as highlighted by 
Mathew Mendel.41  

Judith Ennew and colleagues,42 reviewing other literature, address the notion of virginity 
and honour being considered as a gendered commodity, where purity among boys is 
considered much less relevant. They note: 

… purity is a powerful concept which women and girls have to deal 
with in many environments in ways that males do not. Purity is central 
to many beliefs about children yet it is rarely discussed or defined … 
children’s purity and their innocence are directly tied to their 
ignorance and powerlessness and all are seen as essential components 
if childhood.  

While recognising that female purity and honour are, to a greater or lesser degree, 
constants in most cultures, few contributions explore the notions of powerlessness, 
victimisation, purity and loss of honour in regard to male children. Many studies 
essentially ignore boys in research on “children” and sexual abuse, perhaps creating the 
impression that boys are not children and contributing to the belief that it doesn’t 
happen and is not serious when it does.  

Foreign “sex tourist” behaviour has been the subject of some surveys and studies, 
focusing mostly on girls and women as victims, although careful scrutiny occasionally 
reveals information relating to boys. One particular study, focusing on the Svay Pak 
area,43 featured comments from a Vietnamese boy that he has sex with foreigners for 
money twice a day and that sometimes “foreigners take four children to one house for 
sex parties”. He also recalled being asked to have sex with one man’s wife.44 Of seven 
boys surveyed in Svay Pak (mean age 13.3 years), the mean age of their first sexual 
contact was 12.3 years. The survey concluded that there was significant demand for girls 
and boys.  

In a later study exploring the impact of the closure of Svay Pak, Thomas suggests that 
brothel owners had moved to other parts of the city, taking the boys and girls with 
them.45 The same author provides detailed information relating to “sex tourists” in 
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Cambodia, concluding that local newspapers highlight the presence of foreign, usually 
western “paedophiles” but always underestimate the number of local ones, who are 
described as “rapists” for committing similar offences.46

An IOM study, exploring the problems experienced by children trafficked to Thailand 
and repatriated to children’s centres in north-west Cambodia, suggests that girls (9.3 
percent) were more likely to have been sexually abused than boys (1.2 percent), although 
the issue was generally not explored in great depth and the study is unlikely to present an 
accurate reflection of experiences.47  

Specific research related to consenting male to male sexual behaviour in three cities in 
Cambodia48 remarks on experiences of discrimination and sexual violence towards males 
who are described as srey sros or sak veng (transgender or “long hair” MSM). Cases of 
forced sex and rape of MSM by police and military are briefly mentioned but not 
discussed.  

Perhaps one of the most comprehensive and useful contributions to literature relating to 
sexual abuse of boys in recent years has been made by the NGO APLE. Much of its 
work focuses on investigation of street-based sexual abuse and exploitation, the vast 
majority of which (80 per cent) involves boys. In 2006 Palliard49provided a 
comprehensive analysis of the criminal justice system in Cambodia, citing cases involving 
boys and identifying both criminal and procedural laws as unclear, incomplete and poorly 
implemented. In the same year, Renault’s50 overview of seven Cambodian provinces 
mentioned cases involving boys and suggested that travelling sex offenders are moving to 
remote areas where their activities are not monitored. It also cited several examples of 
the authorities showing unwillingness and inability to respond to the needs of victims.  

Perhaps the most valuable recent contribution was made by Keane,51 who interviewed 19 
boys and seven girls. She identified the influence of street-based lifestyles and other risk 
factors related to abuse, including exposure to family violence and conflict, poverty and 
alcohol misuse. Her work also provides valuable insight into the strategies employed by 
abusers, including use of grooming techniques, coercion and threats. 

Published in July 2007, Nakagawa Kasumi’s account of gender based violence during the 
Khmer Rouge (KR) regime shares survivors’ stories of rape and sexual abuse. It includes 
some reference to respondents mentioning rape of men, particularly gang rape by female 
Khmer Rouge soldiers and an account of a 17 year old boy who was forced to have sex 
with a 45 year old female KR official.52

It is important that throughout the study, apart from mention in Tarr’s report and 
Kasumi’s recent publication, the team did not discover any research literature, 
documentation, tools or publicity materials from NGOs that specifically mentions or is 
related to the sexual abuse of boys by Cambodian nationals. This paucity of information 
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may also contribute to the belief that, when boys are abused, it is invariably foreigners 
who are responsible.  

Locally the literary debate about sexual abuse and males barely recognises them as 
victims, focusing on males as perpetrators of sexual violence. While the fact that men and 
boys are responsible for considerable numbers of sexual offences in Cambodia is not 
disputed, it may be time for all concerned to widen their perspectives if all children are to 
be afforded protection.  

This situation is illustrated by a recent and potentially influential document produced for 
World Bank in relation to “gender inequalities”.53 While providing an excellent summary 
of many key issues in Cambodia, it makes no mention of males of any age as victims of 
any form of violence or abuse. Emotive use of adjectives such as “destructive” to 
describe men’s behaviour and sections titled “Men behaving badly” hardly seem to 
promote equity, and speak for themselves.   

It does reflect, however, some of the predominant contemporary views where males and 
sexual abuse are concerned. If sexual violence is to be truly understood, the experiences 
of boys (and therefore men) as victims need to be considered and included in a balanced 
discussion. Failure to do this in effect colludes with the silence that perpetrators rely 
upon and continues to leave boys isolated, marginalised and unsupported. The need for 
more nuanced and thoughtful analysis of work with males and reflections of masculinity 
has been identified in recent work by Graham Fordham54 and will be considered later in 
this report.  

The “feminisation of victimisation” has been discussed at length by Mendel and others 
and is identified as a barrier to change in relation to western societies;55 it will be 
addressed below. However, the presence of such discourse locally is no surprise given 
that the educational, cultural and political backgrounds of many local authors and 
researchers are similar. 

Consenting Sexual Relations  
Any exploration of sexual abuse and exploitation needs to consider the nature of so-
called consenting relationships and the backdrop against which they take place. Similarly, 
cultural contexts and norms in relation to sex and gender play an influential role in how 
behaviour, especially sexual behaviour, is perceived. Many current contributions to this 
debate result from research in relation to sexual health risk factors, HIV and AIDS, and 
exploration of men’s sexually abusive behaviour.  

It is virtually impossible to read any contribution to this issue without coming across the 
much quoted Cambodian proverb, “Men are like gold and women like white cotton”, 
which suggests that when soiled by their actions, men are easily cleaned, whereas women 
are tainted forever.56 This suggests that Cambodian society imposes significant double 
standards for males and females. Girls are expected to uphold the honour of their family 
by retaining both their virginity and their imputed sexual reputation.57 Conversely, it is 
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expected that young men will seek out multiple partners, both prior to and after 
marriage, because it is believed that their irrepressible sexual needs must be met.  

The basis for women’s honour and personal and family reputation lies in control over 
her sexuality, whereas for men, sex is perceived as a need, so much so that visiting 
prostitutes is considered socially acceptable. Men can walk away from sexual 
relationships with their reputation unspoiled.58 It appears that Cambodian females, albeit 
reluctantly, accept this state of affairs. Tarr and Aggleton,59 however, affirm that this 
analysis is incomplete because another, more egalitarian, aspect of gender symbolism 
appears in the proverb, “The rice gives the soil that cultivated appearance and the soil 
helps cultivate the rice seeds”, stressing the complementary nature of gender relations.  

They also identify other myths and beliefs suggesting that sexual activity among young 
unmarried people, male and female, is to be opposed, although recognising that 
dominant Khmer discourses of sexuality identify the “ideal virgin woman” who must 
take care not to signal improper attentions to a man. Men, on the other hand, are drawn 
to women just as “ants are attracted to sugar”, have uncontrollable sexual desires and 
cannot avoid becoming involved in sexual mishap. They summarise: 

Dominant discourses about sexuality in Cambodia are therefore best 
characterised by conflict, in which women are expected to do 
everything in their power to resist sexual advances of young men 
while, regardless of what they themselves do, men avoid 
condemnation for their actions. 

The gender-specific moral codes Chbab Srey and Chbab Proh may also reinforce 
expectations of female and male social and therefore sexual behaviours. However, 
neither ancient proverbs, codes of behaviour nor contemporary literature or thinking 
seem to address the scenario or possibility of males being victimised. The idea of a male 
being “soiled by the actions of another” in an abusive scenario is completely 
overshadowed by understandings of males as sexual predators, partly sanctioned and 
reinforced by a combination of ancient belief but also reflected in limited contemporary 
thinking and discourse. 

Same-sex experiences exist among Cambodians, but are rarely if ever understood as 
“homosexuality”, at least as defined in western frameworks. The men we met in the 
study involved in same-sex relationships referred to themselves as “MSM” and generally 
divided themselves into two groups—sak klay (short hair) and sak veng (long hair). From a 
western viewpoint, the former are men who present as and generally are considered 
“heterosexuals” and “bisexuals”, while the latter are labelled “transgender”60 and may 
dress and act in more a feminine manner. 

Our experiences of meeting MSM during the research confirmed the above report’s 
assertion that both sak veng and sak klay experience discrimination from families, 
communities and employers. Cambodian parents are said to prefer their children to be 
either men or women; implicit to this kind of thinking is that sexual practice determines 
if a person is a man or a woman. Many of the MSM considered commonly used words 
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such as “gay” or kteuy to be discriminatory or “looking down words” used by others, 
notably heterosexuals. In 2003 Catalla et al.61 suggested:  

Many Cambodian men don’t identify themselves as kteuy, even if they 
have sex with other men, because they will marry and have children in 
future, and because Khmers in general do not think that 
homosexuality is part of their culture 

The area is not particularly well documented, but it appears that same-sex activity is 
tolerated for men, does not affect male gender identity and does not exclude the 
possibility of sex with women.62 Prior to the field research, it appeared that “consenting 
relationships” between males are characterised by secrecy, lack of clarity and experiences 
of discrimination. The team was therefore intrigued to discover how non-consenting, 
abusive and exploitative relationships would be understood by participants.  

Research Contributions and Representations of Masculinity 
Responses to the sexual abuse of children are the direct result of how we define sexual 
abuse and what we think about children. By the same token, society’s response to the 
sexual abuse of boys and the aftermath of that abuse often reflects how we define 
maleness.63 Definitions, experiences and expectations of males and masculinity provide 
the backdrop for understandings of male victims and survivors to be explored. Setting 
the scene for this also requires consideration of ideas about abuse, victims and 
perpetrators, children and women.  

As in most cultures, socialisation of male and female children differs from an early age in 
Cambodia; young girls’ bodies are covered up earlier than boys’ and they are supervised 
more than boys because they are considered more vulnerable.64 Team discussions and 
later comments from participants confirmed that boys are not expected to cry but be 
strong, solve their own problems65 and “act like a man” from an early age. Boys are 
expected to be able to protect both themselves and others. In fairness, it has been 
observed by Emerson66 that responses to emotional distress are gendered because 
women are conditioned to repress their emotions and to suffer in silence in societies 
where politics, religion and societal customs are controlled by men, and where the value 
of women is governed by their purity. 

One of the participants in the study recalled an insulting phrase—“to act as a coward, 
like a female animal”—used to comment on his expressions of tearful emotions. A 
significant number of participants recalled the idea of the ideal man with a “five hudt 
chest”,67 who is idealised as strong, one who must not cry and must also be reliable and 
respectful of customs and tradition. The value of male characteristics such as physical 
strength and being the provider and head of the family are also emphasised. The use of 
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language both as a reflection of expectations of males and also as a control over 
behaviour should not be underestimated. 

The limitations of what is described as “homogenous models of masculinities” in relation 
to sexual abuse have been noted elsewhere by Durham, and will be addressed below.68 
Until recent times, there has been little exploration of notions of masculinity in 
Cambodia. Most recent contributions emerge from research related to sexual behaviours 
and problem or criminal behaviours such as alcohol misuse, domestic violence or gang 
rape. Even less is known about males who don’t indulge in that kind of activity. As in 
many cultures, the transition from boyhood to manhood is often marked by an initiation 
into sexual experience, and in Cambodia this often occurs with a ‘sex worker’, the young 
man often being accompanied by friends, who facilitate and sometimes pay for the 
encounter.  

Several recent studies have reported the phenomenon of bauk or gang rape, in which 
groups of youths will have coercive sex with the same woman, often, though not always, 
a sex worker.69 The evidence suggests that taking part in bauk sets a precedent that 
associates masculinity with forced sex. It is linked to perceptions of masculinity by those 
taking part, and seen as enhancing value and reinforcing traditional notions of 
masculinity and power.70 The research does not state that all men take part in bauk, but it 
does suggest that considerable numbers of students in Phnom Penh have heard about it 
and take part. Another study also concluded that knowledge of this practice was not 
confined to the capital city.71

Graham Fordham’s ‘Wise’ Before Their Time72 identifies a strong relationship between male 
socialisation, development of strong masculine identities and alcohol use in the transition 
to grown-up status. It explores other academic explanations of masculinity and gender-
based violence, which are said to be primarily based on the concept of individual 
pathology. They focus on the impact of the Khmer Rouge history and its legacy as an 
explanation for violence and also the “warrior model” that views men as acting in a 
manner akin to Cambodian warriors of the past.  

He suggests that there is a need for a more nuanced and textured approach to 
masculinity and violence. These ideas will be revisited later in the report in relation to the 
findings. However, he also explored the notion of a “good man” with respondents from 
the countryside. Identified qualities included not drinking too much, not being violent, 
being respectful and helpful to others and having control of his emotions, particularly 
anger.  

Later work by the same author73 identifies that pornography is teaching male children 
violent and abusive sexual scripts as normative ways of being male and relating to 
women. He speculates that pornography and consumption of alcohol also play a role in 
bonding gang members. 
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Less is known or written about males who don’t indulge in the kind of activities 
described above; current discourse in relation to Cambodian boys and men is dominated 
by those who do. It is hard to find mention of men who are victimised by any form of 
violence, sexual or otherwise, perhaps reinforcing the idea that males are not victims. The 
sexual abuse of boys in Cambodia therefore has to be explored in the context of all that 
came before.  

Studies in relation to child rearing and socialisation of boys and girls in Cambodia 
indicate significant differences in expected roles in virtually every aspect of life. This 
vision of the world of men and women is described by Rodier as typical of countries like 
Cambodia, where a large proportion of the population still lives in the traditional way.74 
She identifies that after weaning, male and female children evolve in very different ways; 
girls are closely watched and must learn to comply with the rules imposed on them, 
contrasting with the choices and level of action that boys are allowed. Comments of 
participants in her study illustrate this point, one stating, “Boys can often come and go as 
they please”, while a Cambodian proverb is cited: “Girls are not as long-legged as boys. 
They can only go to the stove and back”. The relative freedom granted to boys is also 
likely to play a role in the perception of them as invulnerable and likely to contribute to 
perceptions of sexual abuse and the harm it causes.  

Media Presentation of Males and Sexual Abuse and Exploitation  
From January to July 2007, two local Khmer and two English-language newspapers75 
were monitored for items related to the sexual abuse of boys. By observing what was 
presented, we hoped an understanding would be gained of what and how messages about 
boys and sexual abuse were shared in the pubic domain. From time to time, occasional 
news articles from overseas relating to Cambodia were also discovered. The team was 
also asked to monitor and note television and radio output where possible.  

In Khmer-language newspapers there were few reports during the time of the study, and 
they usually focused on the arrest, conviction or release of foreign nationals, not 
Cambodians, as well as stories about foreigners abusing boys in other Asian countries. In 
April 2007, the Kampuchea Thmey Daily ran an article about a monk in Thailand who had 
allegedly raped two boys aged nine and eleven, commenting that this kind of thing had 
happened before in that country. One article in March described government and NGO 
attempts to eliminate the trafficking of girls and boys, although generally it appears that 
little information relating to the sexual abuse of males in Cambodia is carried.  

In June 2007 a Khmer-language magazine, Khemara, featured an article headlined, “Be 
Careful! Men Also Get Raped” related to male rape in Texas, USA, of all places. The 
same issue also carried an “undercover expose” of a growing number of young men 
selling sex to older wealthy women in Phnom Penh.  

The Cambodia Daily featured stories related to boys and sexual abuse on a more regular 
basis, predominantly in relation to foreign offenders. Comments from the British 
ambassador urging authorities to arrest Cambodian “paedophiles” as well as westerners 
featured in January. In the same month, it carried a report stating that the market for 
child pornography VCDs in Phnom Penh was thriving, featuring children as young as 
seven years old and including scenes of bondage and torture. At the time of writing, 
Cambodia does not have a law against the distribution of child pornography.  
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Headlines in May noted that, “Svay Pak Child Sex Trade is Back in Business—Again” 
and suggested that attempts at law enforcement are often hindered by collusion of 
authorities. There were relatively few reports of abuse of boys by Cambodian nationals, 
but on 12 July it was reported that a 20-year-old Pailin man was arrested for allegedly 
raping a three-year-old boy. The offender was described as a “school drop out and 
methamphetamine addict”, marginalising him from mainstream society.   

Further searches of the archives generally revealed that the vast majority of reports 
involving boys related to foreign nationals, court appearances, convictions and situations 
in which, despite the weight of significant evidence, offenders were found not guilty. The 
Phnom Penh Post rarely featured stories related to abuse of boys, although it carried a 
front-page story relating to the work of APLE and western paedophiles in April. One 
perhaps disappointing feature of the news coverage is the lack of informed debate about 
the issues relating to sexual abuse of boys or girls, which can leave the reader with a sense 
of inevitability about the issue.  

In relation to Cambodia, the team received a copy of an article from Cambodia News76 
dated December 2006, describing the arrest of a 28-year-old woman from Cambodia -in 
Las Vegas, USA, for kissing her six-year-old son’s penis, which she said was just an 
expression of motherly love. An official from the Cambodian Association of America 
confirmed the custom but said it never extends past two years old.  

Regional Literature  

Library and internet searches using key words “sexual abuse”, “exploitation” and “boys” 
were carried out; other researchers were contacted and personal contacts utilised. The 
information below is not exhaustive; access to university web sites was limited, and a 
significant number of potential participants failed to respond or indicated low levels of 
knowledge. Generally little information is available in relation to boys. However, some 
intriguing information came to light. 

China 
A situational analysis survey of 3577 school and university students from six provinces 
revealed that significant numbers of Chinese children, girls and boys, experience physical, 
psychological and sexual abuse.77 One point nine percent of boys and 2.7 percent of girls 
reported having been forced to have sex against their will; the report showed clear links 
between maltreatment in childhood and mental health problems in later life, including 
alcohol misuse, violence and thoughts of suicide. Reaching back into history, Bullough 
describes behaviour in the theatre in the Tang Dynasty, AD 618–907, among male actors. 
Women were forbidden to appear on the stage and junior actors were expected to be at 
the sexual service of the more senior. The juniors were said to be “abject participants in 
highly ritualised acts of anal dilation before participating in sexual acts”. 78  

A Hong Kong-based survey of 137 men and women abused as children indicated that 
the majority of men (62 percent) were abused between the ages of six and 10 years; most 
of the abusers were men (81 percent), although 13 percent were abused by women and 6 
percent by men and women. In the majority of cases (62 percent) the abuser was 
between the ages of 11 and 20 years. None of the men and only 8 percent of the women 
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reported the offence to the police. The vast majority, 89 percent of the whole sample, 
knew the abuser prior to the abuse. Key impacts identified by men included confusion 
about sex and affection, loss of self-value, fear of intimacy, feeling powerless, guilt, 
shame, lack of empathy for self or others, problems with articulating emotions and 
suppression of overwhelming feelings of fear and anger.79

Archive reports from Taiwan related to the abuse of significant numbers of boys aged 
seven to 14 years, reporting abuse by an abbot in a Buddhist monastery.80 A 
representative of the monastery was quoted in the Taipei Times as saying that the 
allegations were based on “misunderstandings”, while Taiwanese government plans to 
enact new laws to protect children from child sex tourists did not include sex offences 
against boys.81

A recent conference in Hong Kong confirmed a growing awareness of the sexual abuse 
of boys and increased media reporting on the issue, although to date there has not been 
any in-depth research carried out in China.82

Indonesia 
One report described child prostitution as increasing, widespread and often 
underestimated, estimating that 30 percent of all “sex workers” in the country are aged 
under 18 years.83 The author suggests that child pornography occurs less than other 
forms of commercial exploitation, because only one case involving a boy was reported in 
the media. Sexual abuse and exploitation involving boys are reported to be increasing, 
but girl victims were 93.5 percent of the total reported. The study cites the influence of 
cultural beliefs, including that magical power and rejuvenation are gained through 
“heterosexual or homosexual” intercourse with children and also that having “boy 
concubines” can increase social status. A link between previous sexual abuse and 
prostitution is identified; in a very limited exploration of the popular cycle of abuse 
hypothesis, the report concludes that child victims are “likely to become potential 
exploiters”.  

Nepal 
One of the most comprehensive regional studies obtained was carried out on child sexual 
abuse in the Kathmandu Valley.84 More than 5400 school children aged 8–18 years (57 
percent boys) and 216 “out of school children” (148 boys) were surveyed. Findings 
suggested that teachers were “completely ignorant” of the fact that boys could be 
sexually abused although significant numbers of boys (13.1 percent) and girls (14.5 
percent) had experienced “contact’’ forms of abuse (kissing, fondling of genitals, oral and 
penetrative sex).  

Of the total number of boys, more than a third had experienced fondling over clothes, 24 
percent fondling under clothes, 22 percent fondling of genitals; 17 percent had been 
forced to touch the abusers’ genitals, 15 percent had been forced to take part in oral sex 
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and 10.6 percent had been penetrated using an object. Ten point four percent had 
experienced penetrative sex in the anus. Strangers accounted for just over half of the 
accounts of contact abuse, which is somewhat more than many studies suggest, while the 
sex of the abusers was not recorded. Most abuse took place in the abuser’s or child’s 
home, while other common places cited were the market, picnic spots and schools. 
Means used by the abuser to abuse children were described, in order of frequency, as 
offering of friendship, abuse of trust, bribes, seduction, force and intimidation.  

The most common feelings following abuse were described as hurt, disgust, anger, 
shame, fear and guilt. When asked the reasons for not talking about the abuse, the most 
common responses were, “being threatened or bribed”, “ignorance of what is 
happening”, “being told to keep it a secret”, “concerns about not being believed”, “self-
blame”, “bringing shame on the family” and “fear of being punished”. Among those 
choosing to talk, 72 percent told friends, only 19 percent told parents and 10.5 percent 
told police. The study recalls an account of a 14-year-old schoolboy calling the CWIN 
help line who had been abused by a 28-year-old woman who was a relative. The study 
concludes that boys are as vulnerable to abuse as girls. 

Japan 
Little information was accessible, but it appears that one of the most developed Asian 
countries has so far paid little attention to the sexual abuse of males. There have been 
several small-scale surveys and a few anecdotal writings from male victims as well as a 
doctoral thesis and several articles by academics.85 Historical accounts exist of pederasty 
involving monks in ancient Japan.  

South Asia 
The first ever national survey in India related to child abuse suggests that more than 53 
percent of children in that country are subjected to a variety of forms of sexual abuse.86 
The survey included more than 12,000 children and also 2300 young adults between the 
ages of 18 and 24, finding that children aged five to 12 years reported higher levels of 
abuse. Parents, relatives and others known to be in a position of trust were found to be 
responsible for most abuse. ECPAT international has carried out research in both India 
and Pakistan87 related to the commercial exploitation of boys, confirming that many 
misconceptions related to the abuse of boys remain, firmly rooted in the belief that the 
issue relates solely to homosexuality and child sex tourism. In the case of the latter study, 
Pakistani men were found to be responsible for the majority of abuse of boys, and the 
majority of participants were abused prior to involvement in prostitution.   

Reports by journalists in relation to sexual abuse and exploitation in Asia often focus on 
“undercover reports” and “foreign paedophiles” and are generally characterised by 
sensationalism rather than rigorous attention to detail and informed debate. An article 
featured on Asiaweek.com88 suggested that “Western paedophiles are particularly 
attracted to Asian children because they have smoother skin and grow body hair later”. 
Also, somewhat missing the point, it commented that because the children do not speak 
much English, “forcible sex can be passed off as a misunderstanding”. It described 
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Cambodia as the “new frontier for paedophiles”. Reading between the lines, references 
emphasising “culture” and “poverty” often appear to reinforce and thinly veil the often 
held view that children and their families are almost willing participants and therefore, 
perhaps, partly to blame for abuse.  

Judith Ennew and colleagues observed that the press and NGO campaign literature 
assume that most commercial sexual exploiters are foreign males, presenting them as the 
main threat to children and the root cause of prostitution in some counties. They also 
note the “immense silence” with regard to exploitation exclusive to boys.89 Criticism of 
journalists’ efforts states that “repetitive use of shocking detail [is] justified in the public 
interest … there is emphasis on the personal circumstances of each child, without wider 
sociological information. Broken homes and bad parenting are stressed, societal 
breakdown and under funding of welfare services rarely mentioned”. 

The same writers summarise their review of literature in relation to the commercial 
sexual exploitation of children by stating, “[D]ata in this field generally arise in the 
context of campaigns so that knowledge is organised around adult requirements for 
particular kinds of fact, rather than the actual lives and needs of sexually exploited 
children”.90 In the case of boys and young men, the silence surrounding the issue renders 
them a mute and invisible population.  

International Literature 

The material from international research concerned with the sexual abuse of boys is 
included for several reasons. By providing insight into an otherwise hidden world, it 
reveals the diversity of important research carried out in recent years, identifying key 
themes for comparison with Cambodia. Important similarities and differences may 
surface that would otherwise not have been observed. Secondly, it identifies specific 
areas of research that may be required in Cambodia if we are to move towards a fuller 
understanding of this phenomenon; because this research is the first study of its type in 
this country, the summary may provide ideas about key issues and potential models for 
supporting boys and staff. It may also be useful to consider the range of contemporary 
research debates in this field, identifying options and methodologies for future research 
in Cambodia. Ultimately it may prove useful to consider the issue in the light of what has 
preceded it internationally.  

The literature summarised below is just a snapshot of what is currently available from 
international organisations and some of the leading experts in the field. It is not 
exhaustive but will help to identify useful resources that will be referenced and included 
in the bibliography. The majority of studies have taken place outside of south-east Asia, 
where the contextual, historical and cultural frameworks are very different, so a degree of 
caution needs to be observed. Some of the contributions cited below refer to studies 
carried out with adult males who were abused and exploited as boys.  

Historical Accounts of Abuse 
Few historical or ethological data are available. However, Ivor Jones’ fascinating 
summary indicates the existence of male sexual assault over a wide variety of species, 
cultures and times.91 The majority of socio-biological material suggests that acts are more 
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likely a manifestation of power relationships than of sexual ones. While historical data 
largely agree with this view, it is clear that major differences across cultures appear as a 
result of social attitudes. Findings appear to be in accord with contemporary thinking 
about “homosexual” rape, particularly in institutions where the acts are best seen as acts 
of dominance. He concludes: 

In humans the acts appear to serve the function of both power and 
sexual gratification simultaneously, and the question then becomes 
how much of one and how much of the other in any particular 
interaction. 

International Reports 
The WHO 2002 report on violence and health92 observes that acts of sexual violence are 
experienced predominantly by women and girls but identifies the rape of boys and men 
by men as a problem, as well as coercion of young men into sex by older women. The 
first UN Study on Global Violence estimates that some 150 million girls (14 percent) and 70 
million boys (7 percent) are sexually abused each year; also cites a study of mainly 
developed countries showing that 36 percent of women and 29 percent of men reported 
sexual abuse in childhood.93 Lifetime impacts of abuse included PTSD, panic disorders, 
depression, suicide attempts, alcohol and drug misuse or dependence. Non-consensual 
sex involving young people in developing countries is clearly an important yet under-
researched subject with considerable public health implications,94 growing evidence 
indicating that it plays a significant role in the spread of the HIV/AIDS pandemic.95

Perhaps one of the most insightful contributions to the latter report was provided by the 
International Save the Children Alliance96 based on reports from 13 countries in the 
Americas, Asia, Africa and Europe. It is one of the few studies available that notes in 
detail abuse issues in relation to both girls and boys, providing stark evidence of the 
reality of child sexual abuse in the 21st century. The methodology is inclusive of children, 
giving voice to their messages and recommendations, including the significance of 
listening to and believing children, avoiding the “labelling” of abused children and the 
importance of provision of safety. Key lessons for supporters include child participation, 
the need for multidisciplinary approaches and requirement to address root causes—
sexuality, power and culture. 

Prevalence and Under-Reporting 
Attempts to establish an accurate picture of the sexual abuse of boys have proved 
problematic, due to research-related factors, the power of cultural and social myths and 
stereotypes related to males and clinically related factors. Definitions and samples are not 
standardised, leading to a great variance in statistical evidence, reported levels of abuse 
varying between 3 percent and 31 percent.97  
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The belief that males are always powerful and able to fend for themselves is referred to 
as the “male ethic of self reliance”98 and has created the idea that if a boy or man is 
victimised, he is less than a male. Boys are therefore less supervised and given more 
freedom, which can result in them being more vulnerable. Adrienne Crowder contends: 

Male victims are seen as being like a woman and therefore feminised, 
as being powerless and therefore flawed, or as being interested in sex 
and therefore homosexual. 

This theme is taken up by Mike Lew, who suggests that each society has ideas about what 
constitutes masculinity and femininity, which are reinforced at every turn. He comments 
that many traditional views of men (and therefore boys) as strong, powerful, dominant, 
controlled and self-reliant have serious limitations on the lives of real men and are at 
odds with the reality of the boy or man who has been abused.99 The lack of visibility and 
recognition in most cultures that males can be and are abused merely compound this 
view. In Cambodian culture, the expectation that males are to be strong and in control 
may also be a powerful determinant of behaviour prior to and following abuse.  

Disclosing abuse is likely to be a difficult experience for anybody. It is acknowledged that 
it may be particularly difficult if the person concerned has already experienced other 
forms of abuse or lived in circumstances where he had already experienced being 
silenced.100

An additional factor related to under-reporting is the myth of “sexual initiation”, 
resulting in boys abused by males often being seen as having engaged in sexual acts for 
pleasure; this view is often held by the victim, especially if he gained an erection during 
the abuse. Sexual arousal is a common reaction in boys, Gillian Mezey suggesting that 
many perpetrators may deliberately encourage arousal and ejaculation as a method of 
implying agreement, therefore keeping the victim quiet.101 Crowder, referring to North 
American and western cultures, notes:  

The analysis of sexual acts between adult males and male children as 
consensual sexual experiences, without regard for the power and 
control issues that are involved, emphasises the cultural blinders that 
permit the continued sexual exploitation of children … our culture 
promotes the belief that all sexual activity is good for men, no matter 
what its context … when abuse is heterosexual and a sexually mature 
woman abuses a boy, he may have difficulty recognising this as abuse, 
since the cultural interpretation of this event is that he “got lucky”.102  

The “myth of female innocence”, suggesting that women and girls cannot be abusive, 
also prevents abuse of boys from being identified. Cultural biases influence the ways in 
which male and female behaviour is seen, Banning observing that the behaviour of 
women may be labelled seductive and not harmful, while the same behaviour in a man is 
identified as abusive.103 Official data in the UK and USA tend to suggest that few sexual 
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offences are committed by women (1.8 percent and 8 percent respectively).104 However, 
other studies suggest that up to 20 percent,105 25 percent106 and 40 percent107of sexual 
abuse is committed by women. Overall research suggests that female and male 
perpetrators commit the same acts and follow many of the same patterns of abuse 
against their victims.108 The general public, practitioners and researchers in the past have 
often minimised the impact of abuse by females, although more recent findings suggest 
that, while some dynamics may differ, abuse of boys can be very harmful.109  

In western countries, protection agencies tend to focus on abuse within family settings, 
because legislation mandates them to ensure the safety of children within families. 
Research suggests that the majority of boys are abused outside the family, often by 
known adults in a position of trust. Those cases that are reported tend to be reported to 
police or the criminal justice system, not child protection and treatment agencies. 
Professionals within welfare communities are also likely to be affected and influenced by 
the same factors that affect the culture as a whole, which limits their capacity to respond 
appropriately to the needs of boys. The debate about the prevalence of sexual abuse of 
boys will continue, perhaps obscuring the reality that it occurs far more than we care to 
recognise.  

Sexual Abuse Dynamics 
A number of themes that warrant attention have emerged from research in recent years 
in relation to the dynamics of the sexual abuse of boys. I am indebted to Josef Spiegel for 
generously allowing me to include in this section (up to the next subheading) selected 
material from his summary,110 identifying key points of interest. He notes that many 
studies lack degrees of methodological rigour and therefore present what he describes as 
“tentative propositions”. This section is not exhaustive and predominantly relates to 
research carried out in western countries.111 However, data from this study may identify 
important areas for later comparison, in relation to identification of risk factors, for 
example. His summary contains dozens of references, which are not included here. I 
therefore recommend his most recent work for a more complete and rigorous 
exploration of these issues and the specific researchers responsible.112 Additional research 
findings and comments are added there where appropriate and referenced accordingly.  

Family: Evidence suggests that boys who are abused are more likely than non-abused 
boys to reside in single-parent or reconstructed households, where divorce and 
separation are apparent. The majority of sexually abused boys (60 percent) have multiple 
or shifting care givers and are more likely than non-abused males to have experienced 

                                                 
104 Ford, H. (2006) 

105 Finkelhor, D. (1986) 

106 BBC TV Panorama (6 October 1997) 

107 Berliner. L. and Elliott, D.M. (2002)  

108 Canadian Children’s Rights Council (2007)  

109 Saradjian, J. (1996); Ford, H. (2006) 

110 Spiegel, J., personal communication (4 April 2007) 

111 He comments that his work has focused on cross-cultural concepts that have withstood the test of 
time and study and that individuals across a range of cultures convey a sense of familiarity with the 
material. He suggests that, as more studies relating to the brain and psychobiology emerge, psychodynamic 
concepts are likely to receive more credibility and validity 

112 Spiegel, J. (2003)  

“I thought it could never happen to boys” 62



insecure attachment dynamics with both parents, but particularly with their mothers. 
Boys reporting an unhappy family life are twice as likely to be abused as those without 
such dynamics.  

Boys who are abused often experience more of the following within families: drug 
and/or alcohol misuse; sexual abuse history among the parents; unstable home life with 
serious arguments within the family; inability to manage and express anger productively; 
domestic violence and the witnessing of violence between parents. Additional dynamics 
include low income, inappropriate attitudes towards sex, confused parental roles, low 
positive parental involvement, isolating, scapegoating and blaming the boy for abuse and 
at times a history of child neglect. 

Offenders: A history of sexual abuse is a feature of the lives of some though not all 
abusers. However, this is a complex and controversial area of study, which will be 
discussed at greater length below. Other predictors of sexually abusive behaviour include 
insecure childhood attachments and difficulties in interpersonal relationships as adults. 
As a group, they may exhibit inadequate social and relationship skills, low self-esteem, 
anxiety, inability to trust others and problems with anger management. However, these 
characteristics may not be evident because perpetrators strive through grooming 
strategies to build rapport with children and parents.   

A majority (66 percent) of perpetrators report that stress leads to their offences. In 
preparing for abuse, they may use drugs or alcohol, view pornography or fantasise about 
previous abuse of children, all of which act as disinhibitors. Abusers have a keen instinct 
for discovering and exploiting a child’s vulnerabilities, such as the need to be loved, 
validated and valued by primary care givers. They tend to experience sex with children as 
less threatening than with a peer. A substantial majority of male perpetrators (70 percent) 
commit abusive acts against one to nine children, a minority (23 percent) against 10–40 
children and a smaller minority (7 percent) against 41–450 children. On average, a 
perpetrator if intra-familial abuse is likely to abuse 1.7 children, whereas an extra-familial 
abuser is likely to subject an average of 150 boys and approximately 20 girls to sexual 
abuse.  

Paedophiles: Despite popular misconceptions, not all child abusers are paedophiles. 
Central to paedophilia is a sexual orientation towards pre-pubescent children, as 
described in the earlier part of this report. When compared to non-sexual offenders, 
paedophiles exhibit more fragile body images and manifest more indicators of social 
introversion. Some studies suggest that they are more likely to demonstrate impulsivity, 
inhibition, passive aggression and harm avoidance.  

Relative to male paedophiles who abuse girls, adult male perpetrators against boys display 
significantly weaker ego structures. Regarding emotional congruence, paedophiles with a 
preference for boys are more likely to align with the boy at his development level, 
ultimately personifying the role of a child, whereas incest perpetrators are more likely to 
elevate the child into the role of an adult. Neurological research taken collectively 
indicates significant chemical and hormonal alterations in the brain that may underlie 
their sense of impulsivity, aggression and violence.  

Adolescent offenders: Juvenile sexual offenders as a rule commit their first offence 
before the age of 15, and a considerable minority (46 percent) before the age of 12. Males 
and females are similar in the acts that they commit and their tendency to select victims 
of the opposite gender. Caretaking and babysitting appear to be the settings in which it is 
most likely to occur. Adolescent offenders are more likely than controls to experience a 
range of academic difficulties, in addition to neurological, cognitive and/or intellectual 
impairment. They are more likely to exhibit substance misuse problems, behavioural 
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problems, inappropriate sexual boundaries, deviant sexual fantasies, uncontrollable sexual 
urges, impulse control problems and depression.  

Common family dynamics may include the presence of a mother with a history of sexual 
abuse, the presence of and witnessing of domestic violence, a home environment with 
insufficient sexual and personal boundaries, exposure to pornography, emotional 
detachment or physical separation between child and parents and subjection to physical, 
sexual or emotional abuse and neglect. Child, adolescent and adult sex offenders are 
equally likely to use force and bribery to ensure the compliance of the victim, perpetrate 
similar types of sexual acts and use weapons to convey threats of injury or death.  

Perpetrator-boy relationship: Although the numbers of boys abused in families is high, 
the vast majority of perpetrators against boys are known to the child but are outside the 
immediate family or unrelated, often adults in a position of trust. Among younger boys, 
parents tend to be the most common perpetrator group, followed by immediate family 
members. The largest category of perpetrators against boys older than 12 are known 
non-relatives, followed by parents (mothers and fathers), other relatives, siblings and 
strangers. Few perpetrators of sexual abuse are true strangers to the abused boy. Most 
studies suggest that strangers abuse boys in around 10 percent of cases, though some 
have identified frequencies of stranger perpetration as high as 40 or 50 percent. 

Selection criteria: Perpetrators characteristically hold a preference for the gender of 
their target child; a narrow majority of (58 percent) target girls, 14 percent target boys 
and 28 percent target both girls and boys. The mean age of boys at the onset of abuse is 
8.5 years and mean age at cessation 13 years. The vast majority of offenders (85 percent) 
offend against one child at a time, while 15 percent abuse several children at one time, 
individually or in small groups. 

Perpetrators select children who appear to possess the following characteristics: 
sensitivity, insecurity, low self esteem, quietness, passivity, curiosity and blind trust. They 
also tend to seek boys who appear to be vulnerable, who appear to be experiencing 
problems within the family, who appear to lack secondary sex characteristics or whom 
they perceive to have qualities typically allotted to females.  

Selection strategies: Some perpetrators gain access through the neighbourhood, family 
or work. Playing games and teaching children to play sports or musical instruments are 
common methods. Some use affection, understanding and love while others focus on 
establishing relationships with family members, ultimately securing access to the child. 
Grooming strategies with the family also isolate the child from potential sources of 
support, making it unlikely that the child will be believed if he or she discloses abuse. The 
image of the perpetrator created by the grooming is often more comfortable than the 
truth. 

To establish first contact, abusers employ coercion and discussion of sexual matters, 
“accidental” touching or rubbing and the use of bribery and gifts. Other strategies 
involve introducing the boy to pornography, drugs and alcohol. At times abusers 
threaten or coerce current and older abused boys to recruit other children. To further 
entice “new recruits”, bribes and gifts are frequently used. The vast majority of abusers 
state that once a particular strategy appears to have achieved the intended goal, they will 
use the same method every time. In Cambodia similar and different strategies may be 
used, depending on a range of variables. Further and specific research with sexual 
offenders is required to gain an accurate picture that may inform approaches to 
prevention and protection.  
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Sibling offenders: In comparison to adolescents who offend against children other than 
siblings, adolescent perpetrators against siblings report significantly more distressing 
family dynamics, such as more physical punishment, more negative communication 
patterns within the family, greater marital discord and less satisfaction with family 
relations. 

Child sex offenders: In recent years, awareness has grown of the potential for children 
under the age of 12 years to perpetrate acts of sexual abuse against other children. 
Although sexual aggression has been documented in children as young as three years, the 
mean age of onset appears to be between six and nine years. 

Role of the internet: Studies show that children who use the internet are routinely 
subjected to sexual harassment, sexual solicitation and pornography. An estimated 4 
million child pornography sites exist worldwide, and other research suggests that the 
worldwide web plays an increasingly influential role in the transmission of material and 
solicitation of children to potentially sexually abusive situations.113  

Location of abuse: The child’s or perpetrator’s homes are the most likely place for 
abuse to take place, accounting for 85 percent of locales. School-aged boys are more 
likely to be abused in the perpetrator’s home or a community setting. A considerable 
amount of abuse of boys occurs in public places such as parks, beaches and restrooms.  

Perpetrator sexual orientation: Contrary to popular opinion perhaps, the vast majority 
of perpetrators against boys—approximately 98 percent across studies— appear to be 
heterosexual. In one study, only 4 percent of male perpetrators were known homosexuals 
while in another, 74 percent of boys were abused by a male who was or had been 
involved in a heterosexual relationship with the boy’s mother, foster mother, 
grandmother or other female relative. A boy’s risk of being sexually abused by a relative’s 
heterosexual partner is over 100 times greater than by someone who could be identified 
as having a homosexual, lesbian or bisexual orientation.  

Perpetrator age: The majority of perpetrators are adults, between the ages of 20 and 60. 
A limited to considerable minority of perpetrators, (10–40 percent) are under 20. 

Generally male and female perpetrators against boys are significantly older than their 
victims, some studies indicating a difference of 11–20 years. Incest tends to be 
intragenerational in that when boys are abused by a relative, the relative tends to be 
closer to them in age. 

Multiple episodes: Multiple episodes of abuse by the same perpetrator are the norm; a 
majority of abused boys are subjected to between five and 20 episodes. 

Violence and other forms of abuse: Those subjected to sexual abuse are more likely to 
experience physical abuse as well as emotional abuse, psychological abuse and neglect.  

Exposure to pornography: Adult pornography is used to teach children about and 
induce them into sexual activity, and boys are more likely to be exposed to pornography 
than girls. At times, boys are also used as pornographic objects. Abusing adults use the 
generated images for sexual stimulation and trade.  

Bribes and coercion: In many cases children are rewarded for the abuse and its 
concealment. Common strategies involve seduction in the form of money or gifts, or 
special privileges, attention, affection and care. Fifty-eight percent of runaway adolescent 
males with a history of sexual abuse are offered money to have sex with an adult.  
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Given the need of perpetrators to secure cooperation and silence, it follows that virtually 
all abused boys experience some form of coercion. This may involve withdrawal of 
special treatment. The vast majority of offenders operate in stages, carefully and subtly 
testing a boy’s reaction to increasing levels of sexualised talk, materials and touching. 
Emotional coercion involves subjecting the boy to labels that manipulate him into 
believing that he will be judged harshly if anyone were to find out. Coercion can be 
expressed verbally and physically, each with emotional undertones and implications; the 
aim is to convince the boy that he is consenting, rendering the perpetrator less 
responsible. 

Force and violence: Quite commonly, someone or something important to the child is 
threatened. Threats include physical harm to the boy, against the lives of parents or 
grandparents, possible abandonment or rejection and the consequences to the 
perpetrator. Homicidal threats appear to escalate with the age of the boy. Threats and 
persuasion often shift the boy’s attention away from the abuse itself, to the threatened 
consequences of its disclosure.  

Threats and acts of violence are common strategies, used to begin and conceal the abuse. 
Actual force is routinely brought to bear against more males than females and occurs in 
15–50 percent of cases, with rates as high as 65 percent in some studies. Physical force 
tends to be used more routinely by unrelated abusers than those within the boy’s family 
and consequently engenders more physical injuries for boys abused by non-family 
members. If and when a boy expresses fear or resists, a considerable minority (39 
percent) of abusers are prepared to use violence or weapons to silence the child and 
control his anxiety. Knives and handguns are common features of the US research, while 
physical beatings are also employed.  

Perpetrator rationales: Perpetrators rationalise abuse with the intention of minimising 
their responsibility and maximising the boy’s consent and benefit. Consequently, sexual 
abuse is often reframed as sex education, developmental preparation for sex, a common 
yet private family activity and/or an expression of love. Failure to resist is often reframed 
in the mind of the perpetrator as consent.  

Perpetrator drug and alcohol use and misuse: There is a high incidence of 
perpetrator alcohol and drug misuse throughout the sexually abusive relationship. A 
substantial majority (74 percent) of perpetrators have chemical dependency histories and 
a narrow majority (54 percent) have moderate to severe levels of alcohol use. 

Sexually abusive acts: Child sexual abuse usually follows a gradual progression from 
non-contact to contact forms of abuse. Once the behaviour reaches the sexual abuse 
stage, boys experience three or more types of sexual act, the three most common being 
anal penetration of the boy, fellatio114of the boy and fellatio of the perpetrator. Among 
boys, penetrative acts are more common than non-penetrative, irrespective of 
perpetrator gender. Boys experience more anal penetration with both objects and the 
penis than girls. For boys of eight years and above, anal intercourse is the most prevalent 
form of sexual abuse; prior to that age, anal contact and penetration with an object is 
more common.  

A substantial majority (78 percent) of boys are coerced into performing sexual acts on 
the perpetrator, including vaginal penetration. Vaginal intercourse is the modal abusive 
act where females are the perpetrator. Coerced fellatio upon the perpetrator is higher for 
boys than girls. A majority of boys have to perform oral sex on their abuser, fondle him 
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or her, masturbate him or her, digitally penetrate him or her and perform penile-anal or 
penile-vaginal intercourse on him or her. A limited minority of boys (10 percent) are 
subjected to sado-masochistic bondage, while genital violence and mutilation, a 
particularly undisclosed form of sexual abuse, may be more common than currently 
known.  

Subsequent abuse: Reports of subsequent abuse among boys range from 25 percent to 
65 percent. A review of literature carried out by Muehlenhard and others115 revealed 
significant links between child sexual abuse and adolescent or adult sexual victimisation, 
while Lew notes that male survivors are often vulnerable to sexual and other forms of 
abuse throughout their lives.116  

Disclosure: The sexual abuse of males is significantly more likely to be concealed than 
abuse of females and, consequently, unreported. Younger children may disclose 
accidentally, for example by inappropriate sexual behaviour or through observation of 
injuries by a third party. In general, younger children are less likely to initiate disclosure 
deliberately, while adolescent boys, compared to girls and younger boys, are significantly 
less likely to disclose under any conditions. Having supportive carers can increase the 
likelihood of disclosure to a rate 3.7 times higher than those with carers identified as 
unsupportive. The substantial majority (74 percent) of disclosures of children 3–17 tends 
to be accidental.  

Boys who do not disclose their abuse directly display lower levels of anxiety and hostility 
compared to those who purposefully reveal their abuse either immediately or 
subsequently. The latter tend to show higher levels of symptoms as per the “Trauma 
Checklist for Children”, particularly in areas such as depression, dissociation and sexual 
concerns. Ironically from the perspective of carers, family members and child protection 
professionals, deliberate disclosure by boys often signifies a greater level of psychological 
functioning and consequently a lesser need for therapy compared to boys who disclose 
accidentally.  

Even when abuse is disclosed, children are significantly inclined to deny and minimise 
their experiences. A study by Bruck and others indicates that the majority of children do 
not reveal abuse during childhood,117 while others suggest that males tend to keep the 
abuse concealed for decades. Children exposed to aggression and threats often take twice 
as long to disclose; age at onset of and severity of abuse are also factors that influence 
disclosure.  

Upon disclosure, research shows, the majority of adults initially disbelieve the boy and 
often attempt to silence him. After their son’s disclosure, parents may choose not to 
report due to the stigmatisation the child or family may experience. This may be harmful 
to the boy in terms of self-concept and opportunities for resolving the trauma and its 
effects. The responses of those around the boy are hugely significant, and can either 
ameliorate or exacerbate the traumatic effects depending on the degree to which 
disclosure is validated or invalidated. 

Non-disclosure: Research shows that males are significantly more likely to conceal 
abuse from everyone, at the time of the abuse and for a significant time afterwards. 
Reasons for non-disclosure include shame, fear, embarrassment, not wanting to get into 
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trouble and concerns that no one will believe them. Males with abuse histories who feel 
responsible or have positive feelings or concerns about the perpetrator are even more 
reluctant to disclose. It is certain that in the majority of cases, (99 percent in some 
studies) boys, adolescents and men experience an overwhelming fear of disclosing abuse 
to others. Fear of negative consequences includes being seen as “gay”, feminine or a 
potential perpetrator. Fear of disbelief, being blamed and being viewed as abnormal or 
deviant feature strongly.   

Similarly, fear of responsibility for accusing the perpetrator and of negative repercussions 
if he or she is respected by many, fear of perpetrator harm and fear of scandal, being 
placed in care and losing family are noted. Feelings of guilt for experiencing pleasure and 
shame for failing to prevent the abuse; guilt and shame for receiving gifts, money or 
privileges in exchange for sex; fear of the attitudes of others and familial and peer 
rejection; and fear of perpetrators’ threats render the majority of boys silent.  

Sexual abuse of children with disabilities: Research globally indicates that children 
with disabilities are significantly more likely to be abused than other children. They are 
often more easily manipulated by perpetrators, are more isolated and may be less likely to 
report, be believed and receive appropriate support when they do. They have less power, 
may be less able to communicate their experiences and are more reliant upon others for 
their personal care. A number of additional and influential beliefs and myths ensure that 
disabled children may not be believed, over and above the factors that already render 
most victims silent.118  

False allegations: In the USA only 1.3 percent of cases are assessed as false, where the 
case was reported to local, county or state officials. In one study of child sexual abuse at 
a major children’s hospital, investigators noted that a child’s disclosure was more reliable 
than medical examinations.  

Family responses to disclosure: Disclosures frequently result in negative outcomes for 
the child. If a boy discloses, families tend to deny the abuse. Males with histories of abuse 
in comparison to abused females report less family protectiveness after disclosure and 
less support from parents and siblings. The seriousness of sexual abuse is often 
minimised by adults, many believing that boys in general and adolescents in particular are 
not psychologically harmed. Many parents are unable to respond to and cope with 
disclosure; parents of abused boys appear to be less concerned than parents of girls with 
similar abuse histories. Parents may become preoccupied with concerns about their son’s 
sexual orientation and that abuse may determine that.  

Parents are often opposed to seeking help of any kind for their sons, yet problems persist 
as the parents, upon disclosure of abuse, tend to experience intrusive thoughts, 
depression, anxiety, relational difficulties, sexual problems, conflicts with their abused 
son and loss of significant relationships. After disclosure, many parents perceive a 
number of personality problems with their sons, and boys are often seen as “the bad 
seed”. Other family responses include denial of the abuse, reframing of abuse as normal 
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behaviour, acknowledging the abuse but blaming or punishing the child, acknowledging 
the abuse but neglecting to protect the child from further abuse. Perhaps most 
importantly from the boy’s perspective, males often feel pressured, threatened or rejected 
for disclosing and feel punished by their parents for the abuse. Children receiving 
support, even after a period with no support, fare better physically; their experience is 
validated, their sense of personal autonomy is enhanced and they are more likely to place 
responsibility with the perpetrator.  

Social responses: Reports of male child sexual abuse are increasingly likely to be viewed 
with suspicion for a number of reasons. Peers and classmates, when informed about 
abusive experiences of boys, tend to ridicule, label and stigmatise them. Women, married 
partners and individuals with children are more likely to believe and make efforts to 
prevent further abuse than are men, non-married individuals and those without children. 

Social intervention: Numerous studies and texts show that social welfare and medical 
intervention for children with histories of sexual abuse is inadequate. Many professionals 
are influenced by the same factors as the general public. Inadequate training and support 
also lead to the prevalence, severity and effects of this problem being minimised. Cases 
involving boys are substantiated by the authorities at a significantly lower rate than cases 
involving girls, and it takes far longer from the time of disclosure for the process to be 
completed. Legal services are less inclined to follow up prosecutions where boys are 
concerned, and a conviction is less likely if the boy is older than 12 years. Boys are less 
likely to receive counselling, and when they do, its duration is shorter.  

Explanatory Models of the Impact of Sexual Abuse 
Several explanatory models have emerged for understanding the impact and effects of 
sexual abuse, which for the most part have been developed for understanding the effects 
on female victims and survivors. They have provided the basis for contemporary 
understanding, a lens through which to view of the consequences of abuse. Some of the 
key models are described very briefly below; more detailed understanding will require the 
reader to use the bibliography. Following explanation of the models, specific issues in 
relation to males will be discussed. This may be useful for comparison with data from 
this study but also provide insight when developing responses and support for boys. 

The four traumagenic dynamics: Probably the most influential and inclusive 
framework for understanding the impact of abuse, developed by Finkelhor and Brown,119 
in which the effects of sexual abuse are divided into four traumagenic (trauma causing) 
dynamics. They are traumatic sexualisation, betrayal, powerlessness and stigmatisation. 
The model is not presented as gender specific, but is considered applicable to both males 
and females. At the time it was published, few studies relating to males were available, 
and the review was limited to female victims. It seems reasonable to assume that the four 
dynamics are present in male victims, but differences in the way they are viewed and 
experienced will exist.  

Child sexual abuse accommodation syndrome: Conceived by Summit to help explain 
a female child’s life context following sexual abuse.120 Summit suggested that the child’s 
reaction is typically characterised by secrecy and helplessness (two prerequisites of sexual 
abuse), entrapment and accommodation (the sexual abuse itself) and delayed disclosure 
and retraction (two common consequences of sexual abuse). 
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Post-traumatic stress disorder and sexual abuse symptomatology: Borrowed from 
psychiatric literature and first proposed as a syndrome commonly affecting war veterans. 
Veterans displayed characteristic symptoms months, years and even decades after their 
time in the forces had ended. It was gradually recognised that the concept of PTSD may 
have a wider application. Researchers and clinicians working with survivors of natural 
disasters and accidents, and with victims of rape and other forms of assault, observed 
similar symptom patterns, leading to an extension of the concept. Features include 
flashbacks and re-experiencing of the trauma, emotional numbing and dissociative 
behaviours. Its application is limited in many respects because it has very little to say 
about the unique nature of sexual abuse.121

Rape trauma syndrome: In 1974, Burgess and Holmstrom122 identified a particular 
pattern of behaviour in victims of rape and coined the phrase rape trauma syndrome (a 
specific form of PTSD) to describe the many physical, emotional and behavioural stress 
reactions that are common to sexual assault survivors. These are considered as a normal 
reaction to sexual assault, and survivors are said to experience some if not all of the 
symptoms in “acute”, “recoil” and “long-term” phases. Still popular today as a 
framework, it was developed prior to any substantial research related to males was 
published. Like PTSD, it may have only partial usefulness supporting the needs of longer 
term survivors of child sexual abuse.  

Feminism: Perhaps one of the most influential frameworks for understanding incest is 
the feminist perspective of Judith Herman,123 arguing that incest stems from power 
imbalances between parents and children and males and females. She asserts that power 
imbalances result in parents being prone to abuse their children; the greatest power 
imbalance occurs between fathers and their daughters, resulting in father-daughter incest. 
She contends that without an understanding of male supremacy and female oppression, it 
is impossible to explain why the vast majority of incest perpetrators are male and why the 
majority of victims are female. While the  essence of her argument is hard to challenge in 
many respects, and arguably still greatly influences contemporary practice, her study was 
carried out when relatively little was known about males abused by their fathers and has 
less relevance still when exploring female perpetrators and extra-familial abuse. 

Intergenerational transmission of incest: The recurrence of physical and sexual abuse 
across generations is perhaps one of the most widely accepted but also controversial 
relationships in the field. It is understood from a variety of perspectives—the 
psychoanalytical notion of the victim’s identification with the aggressor, in order to 
escape painful feelings of powerlessness, shame and passivity; cognitive schemas 
suggesting that children in abusive homes may learn a very black and white view of the 
world in which people are either perpetrators or victims, with no template for 
relationships based on mutuality, love or respect. Social learning models suggest that 
sexually abusive behaviours are learned in a straightforward manner, and being abused is 
seen as being trained for sexual abuse.  

The “cycle of abuse” theory is popular and accepted as the truth in many sections of the 
professional population as well as the general public. In its simplest and most common 
form, the theory proposes that if you are abused as a child, you will in turn abuse others. 
During the course of this study, individuals referred to this “cycle” as if it were an 
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inevitable fact of life, some suggesting that as many as 70–80 percent of abused boys 
were likely to go on to abuse or exploit others. What is the reality? 

A number of researchers have found a significant correlation between a child witnessing 
intra-familial physical violence and experiencing neglect and rejection, and subsequently 
becoming a sex offender.124 Similarly, histories of physical and sexual maltreatment have 
been linked to sexual offending.125 Bentovim also found that boys who had committed 
abuse but who had not been victims themselves had experienced a violent climate in the 
home, including violence against the mother and discontinuity of care.126

Others have carried out studies to identify strategies for preventing the continuation of 
abuse. Hertzberger suggests that the presence of an emotionally supportive other is an 
important factor that could prevent transmission of abuse.127 Durham similarly identifies 
the presence of a supportive adult as a significant factor in preventing transmission, 
suggesting that if victims are allowed to discuss their fear, distortions and rationalisations 
openly, i.e. if they are not shrouded in secrecy and silencing, this opens an opportunity to 
overcome their victimisation.128 In addition, Bentovim and also Bouvier129 suggest that 
supportive adults can help victims repair attachments, manage emotions and develop a 
positive sense of self-worth. It is worrying, therefore, that so many children living in a 
variety of abusive situations appear not to have supportive adults available.  

Studies with sex offenders found that 22 percent130 of a sample reported that they were 
victims of sexual abuse, which may permit some to draw the conclusion that many 
victims become abusers later in life. However, other studies show that 20 percent of 
prison inmates incarcerated for non-sexual crimes reported being sexually abused,131 
suggesting that rates of abuse of sexual and non-sexual offenders are very similar.  

Research with males who have not gone on to abuse others is conspicuous by its 
absence, so much of the research has been carried out with offender samples, such as 
those above, the limitations of which are recognised by the authors. Similar concerns 
have been raised by others. Etherington132 poses the question, “What about the men who 
did not go on to become offenders? We have never heard from them. How valid is the 
research if we only hear from those who had gone on to re-enact their own abuse?” Lew 
also notes the absence of research in this area describing non-offending survivors as “an 
invisible population”.133

Many studies rely on accounts of convicted offenders without use of control groups of 
non-offending survivors. Sex offenders are well known for their denial and minimisation, 
and we are warned against believing their versions of offending behaviour, while at the 
same time we are also asked to believe their reports of their own victimisation when they 
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are given in a research setting. Hindman and Peters found huge differences in the 
accounts of adult sexual offenders’ own childhood experiences. One of two groups 
agreed to take a polygraph test. In the first study, without the threat of a test, 67 percent 
claimed to have been abused, while with the threat of a test only 29 percent claimed to 
have suffered sexual abuse. Similar rates—65 percent and 32 percent—were found in a 
repeat study, and one study of juveniles produced figures of 83 percent and 17 percent.134

Other criticisms of the cycle of abuse theories include the fact that the majority of studies 
rely predominantly on individual psychological influences, not taking into consideration 
societal factors that contribute to the abuse of children. Finkelhor135 warns of the 
dangers of finding a direct causal link based on a single factor theory of victims 
becoming victimisers, as it risks creating a self-fulfilling prophecy. Recently, more studies 
have focused on resilience in children and factors that prevent them from developing a 
wide range of destructive behaviours; these will be discussed in more detail following the 
presentation of the findings of this study. Kelly and her colleagues summarise:136

Why when the evidence is so shaky and the implications for child and 
adult survivors so negative, has the cycle of abuse become so widely 
accepted as an explanation? On one level it’s a neat and accessible 
concept. In offering this “common sense” explanation, it represents 
abuse as if it were learnt behaviour, the same as learning a “nursery 
rhyme” … so powerful is this idea that even academics who recognise 
that most people do not repeat the cycle refer to this as “breaking it”. 
We need to ask ourselves why this notion has taken such a hold within 
public and professional thinking. Most crucially it excludes more 
challenging explanations—those which question power relations 
between men and women and adults and children. “Breaking cycles” 
is a much safer goal to discuss than changing the structure of social 
relations. 

This is a sensitive topic that will continue to be debated, Warwick concluding:  

The evidence from research is that it is dangerous to look for the next 
generation’s perpetrators amongst this generation’s victims, because 
perpetrators are created in many different ways and survivors are not 
necessarily going to become abusers.137  

It is generally accepted that there are three possible outcomes of sexual abuse: that 
victims may become adult victims (in the widest sense), may become perpetrators (in the 
widest sense) and, importantly, are also likely to become protectors of others,138 an 
outcome that receives far less attention. 

Victim advocacy and male sexual victimisation: Sepler139 reviews the evolution of 
treatment of sexual abuse victims from its source within victim advocacy for female rape 
victims, arguing that principles for working with females are inappropriately transferred 
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to work with males, where they may do more harm than good. Victim advocacy emerged 
from the feminist movement. The dominant view that sexual crimes are perpetrated by 
males against females serves as a frame of reference for intervention, and therefore 
symptoms and responses have largely been defined from the perspective of the female 
rape victim. This is referred to as the “feminisation of victimisation”. Over time more 
males came to the attention of mental health and justice systems but were often not 
recognised as such. In Sepler’s view, the basic model for defining victimisation breaks 
down when confronted with male victims. Intervention efforts equate “victim” with 
“female” and therefore misapply to males treatment strategies founded on female 
victims.  

In her view, the notion of being powerless—a victim or survivor—is anathema to males. 
There is nothing a male fears more than being unable to do anything about the situation 
in which he finds himself, and helpers working within the framework of female 
victimisation may be assuring males of what they fear most: being powerless. She argues 
that in order for male victims to be served, the understanding of victimisation needs to 
be radically expanded. Cited in Mendel, she states: 

The male victim … looks nothing like the sympathetic, traumatised 
and vulnerable victim that the public recognises but may instead 
appear aggressive, violent, masterful, commanding and threatening. 

While it is true that professionals need to learn to empathise with the diversity of gender 
responses to abuse and exploitation, Cresswell140 suggests that Sepler overstates her case, 
because it is always important for victims to know that they were in no way to blame for 
their abuse.   

Finally, Sepler asserts that sexism in society results in the denial and invalidation of male 
victimisation and argues that this has far-reaching and profound effects. In her view, the 
societal denial of male victimisation is itself a part of rape culture, and the invalidation of 
the experiences of male victims contributes to sexual aggression by males.  

Mendel responds that the concept of the feminisation of victimisation provides a 
corrective for the overextension of feminist perspectives (and perhaps ironically of the 
mainstream) on sexual abuse, but suggests that feminist models err by equating victims 
with females. The feminist perspective is correct to focus upon power relationships and 
differentials in power that make some more prone to abuse and others more prone to be 
abused. In most societies, women have less power than men and are therefore more 
vulnerable to abuse; men have more power and are therefore more likely to abuse it, 
including through sexual abuse. Mendel asserts that the fundamental underlying factor, 
however, is not gender but power. It is not being women per se that makes women 
vulnerable to victimisation but that they are at a power disadvantage with regard to men. 
He summarises: 

There is a very fine line, difficult to disentangle, between the two 
schemas. The distinction is critical however, with respect to children. 
Anyone who has less power than those around them, is vulnerable to 
victimisation. Children are children before they are boys and girls. 
Children, as children, have less power than their parents and other 
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adults, and than older children. They are, therefore, susceptible to 
abuse, regardless of their gender.141

Impacts and Effects 
Male victims and survivors of sexual abuse generally experience multifaceted 
consequences that can impact upon all aspects of the self—physical, mental, emotional 
and spiritual—and which are experienced in both the short and long term. Often, sexual 
abuse is accompanied by other forms of abuse and neglect, so that trauma from sexual 
abuse can rarely be viewed in isolation. Effects vary among individuals, but it is also true 
that survivors share many common issues.  

Variables that affect the impact, duration and severity of abuse include the age when 
abuse began, duration and frequency, type of activities the abuse involved and the nature 
of the relationship between offender and victim. The number and gender of offenders 
involved, the manner in which the abuse occurred and other circumstances in the 
victim’s life can also play a significant role.142

Physical impacts include nightmares, sleep disturbances and externalising behaviours that 
may take on sexual overtones. Enuresis or soiling, injuries to the anus or genitals may be 
present, while chronic somatic complaints for which there is no obvious cause, such as 
headaches or stomach complaints, are common. Some boys develop hatred for their own 
bodies and engage in self-harming behaviours or may neglect their physical and personal 
hygiene. 

Many survivors hold themselves responsible for the abuse, and self-blame is just one of a 
number of mental impacts related to cognitive distortions. Low self-perceptions and self-
esteem manifest in a variety of ways—hopelessness, helplessness and a belief that what 
happened was deserved. Many of the ideas imparted during “socialisation” are not good 
for boys, and, faced with traditional expectations of being a man, its little wonder that 
boys are virtually silent when it comes to disclosing even so-called minor forms of abuse. 
Many males find it hard to identify, acknowledge and express their feelings, experiencing 
affective numbness. Some survivors may indulge in alcohol or drug misuse to suppress 
memories and emotions. When in touch with emotions, many boys may experience 
feelings of anxiety, fear, depression, guilt, anger and rage, some of which are not 
considered or recognised as responses resulting from abuse and may result in 
punishment.143

Difficulties and confusion are evident with gender identity, fuelled by the social 
mythology and expectation of males as self-reliant, strong and in control. Boys are not 
expected to cry and therefore hide vulnerability. Successful males are portrayed as 
heterosexual, sexual initiators and fearless protectors of themselves and others. These 
expectations contradict their experiences, while questions about their sexuality or 
suspicions related to the likelihood of boys becoming abusers do not help. The impact of 
cultural factors and expectations of boys may therefore be a key area to be acknowledged 
in provision of support. 

Boys abused by males may be confused about their natural sexual identity, which may be 
a central issue to explore in support settings. Boys are often stimulated and aroused by 
the abuser, experiencing ejaculation and therefore a degree of pleasure. In the absence of 
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explanations for this, many attempt to understand it by use of physical cues (i.e. physical 
arousal and orgasm) rather than internal cues (emotional discomfort and confusion). 
Crowder144 observes that children are not aware that many men who engage in same-sex 
behaviours and abuse are not homosexual, and the children therefore do not analyse their 
experiences in relation to power and control issues. Abusive experiences are framed as 
homosexual experiences, perpetrators are seen as “a gay man who was being sexual with 
a child” rather than as “an abuser who was sexually using a child to meet primarily non-
sexual needs”. 

As previously identified, beliefs that boys will become abusers are powerful influences. 
Both supportive adults, professionals, parents or carers and the boys themselves may be 
concerned about this.  

Abusive sexual initiation can establish patterns of arousal and sexualised coping 
behaviours that may be dysfunctional, or considered inappropriate in that they transgress 
acceptable behaviour, or may be considered harmful to the boy and others. These may 
manifest themselves in sexualised behaviour or compulsive sexual addictions, excessive 
masturbation, a preoccupation with sex or re-enacting the abuse with others, while some 
may avoid sexual contact or talk altogether.  

Short- and long-term interpersonal difficulties, including aggression, delinquency and 
non- compliance are common; mixed loyalties to the abuser may be evident, which may 
manifest themselves later as an inability to distinguish between sex and affection, trust 
and exploitation and safe and abusive relationships. Survivors may become socially 
isolated and are more likely to be re-victimised in subsequent relationships. Some may 
become “hyper vigilant” towards the behaviour of others, while longer term sexual 
difficulties may also emerge. 

Recent research related to the biophysical system (voluntary and autonomic nervous 
systems and brain) has revealed how responses to child sexual abuse alter the 
development of the brain in a number of ways. This may prevent consolidation of 
traumatic memories and therefore contribute to preservation of the traumatic state. It 
may leave boys with difficulties regulating emotions in response to subsequent stress or 
expressing the words to describe their experiences. This can also affect memory, learning 
capacity and performance in a variety of settings, including school. I would recommend 
the work of Spiegel145 for a detailed, comprehensive and invaluable contribution to this 
specific field.  

Current research, in western countries at least, notes significant differences between the 
sexual abuse of boys and girls, both in the nature of the abuse and how it is understood, 
which may be useful to note when working with boys. Males often consider sexual abuse 
as initiation rather than abuse and don’t always view it as harmful. This does not mean 
that they were not negatively affected; there is now clear evidence that the sexual abuse 
of boys is extremely destructive. 

In a further contribution, Krause and others,146  focusing on gender, trauma themes and 
PTSD, note that survivors often rely upon social constructions of masculinity (or 
femininity) to inform their efforts at recovery. Self-blame and guilt, for example, are 
notable themes and may manifest themselves differently. In females self-blame may be 
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related to thoughts that she attracted the abuse, whereas a male may blame himself 
because he was not “man enough” to stop it, thus contradicting social expectations of 
males and masculinity. Gender role construction can be detrimental to male survivors, 
resulting in the likelihood that abuse will be downplayed by significant others, family and 
supporters.   

Because of such bias, male survivors tend to be denied protection, treatment and the 
validation needed to explore the impact of their trauma. 

Masculine gender identities generally demand strength, denial of physical and emotional 
pain and the avoidance of expressions of vulnerable emotions. Some male survivors may 
rely upon anger or aggression as their sole emotional outlet—it is easily accessed and 
often socially condoned. It therefore follows that different and compensatory responses 
may be required from those around males when considering offering support and help.  

Being abused within the context of patriarchal relations may prevent males from feeling 
comfortable in expressing feelings or fears, or being dependent on others, leading to the 
development of repression as a coping strategy.147 Durham also explores the notion of 
“hegemonic (or dominant) masculinities” and its detrimental influence on both boys and 
those around them.  

Crowder148 carried out research with 41 therapists specialising in work with male 
survivors and summarises the issues related to impacts and effects on males succinctly: 

The differences between male and female victims of sexual abuse are 
few compared to the similarities. Both male and female victims of 
sexual trauma feel isolated and marginalised. Both struggle with low 
self esteem and a damaged sense of self. Ultimately, healing and 
recovery for both male and female victims involve embracing all 
aspects of one’s humanity, a process that goes beyond gender. 
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CHAPTER THREE: PRESENTATION OF 
FINDINGS 
The research project generated enormous amounts of data in relation to boys and staff 
participants from all three geographical sites. Prior to the field research, 23 key informant 
meetings were held with representatives of a variety of organisations. In total, 40 boys 
and young men and more than 100 staff took part in interviews. Furthermore, five focus 
groups were held, ensuring that the number of individuals with opportunities to share 
their views exceeded 200. Each and every set of field notes was scrutinised in detail by 
the team as part of the analysis and coded to identify emerging themes, similarities and 
differences, a process which is described in more detail in Appendix 7. 

The qualitative nature of the study required that individual’s thoughts, opinions, feelings 
and world views be shared for an accurate understanding to be gained. Therefore the 
majority of data is presented in narrative form. The key to sharing qualitative data is to 
“stay close to the story”, and every effort has been made to ensure that direct quotes are 
used to illustrate and elaborate on specific points where possible.  

While information gained from key informant meetings represents a relatively small 
amount of data, these were considered an essential part of the pre-study process and 
directly influenced the study design. Therefore a brief summary, illustrating the range of 
responses, is given below. The KI meetings all took place in Phnom Penh and were 
carried out with a range of organisations working with children and those who are 
identified as trafficked and/or vulnerable to abuse. Meetings were generally held with 
experienced staff in senior positions within the organisations, and were open and flexible, 
reflecting the range of individuals who took part. They provided valuable insight into the 
issue at an early stage. 

Awareness of Sexual Abuse and Exploitation of Boys 

Foreigners and gay Cambodians are responsible. 

It’s a big problem but NGOs address only girls and ignore boys. 
Foreign sex tourists are mostly responsible; for Khmer it’s not a big 
problem, they don’t use boys for sex—I’ve never heard of Cambodian 
nationals doing this. 

It’s a big problem, caused by poverty; people have low education and 
therefore don’t know what else to do. Lots of Khmers abuse boys, but 
because of newspapers people think it’s only foreigners. 

Foreigners groom the children with food and clothes. I tell the boys to 
stop it as they will get diseases and they are Cambodian. I’ve also 
heard of Cambodian fathers raping their own sons and daughters. 

I don’t know about boys. It’s the first time I have heard about this; no 
one is interested in boys really. 

I have not heard about it here. I am aware that some may work with 
boys in shelters. I think foreigners and gays or MSM who like boys are 
responsible. Heterosexual men? Rare—incest is not for Cambodians; 
it’s against culture.  

Donors are not interested in working with boys. 
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Everyone is interested in girls. So why boys? It’s impossible and 
unbelievable! 

I hear about foreigners, not Cambodians. If Cambodians, they must 
be gay. 

It is mostly foreigners, fewer Cambodians because our culture does 
not allow it. It’s only a recent thing and not happened much before 
now. Khmers don’t want to have sex with boys. 

The issue is overblown. It’s flavour of the month; the really important 
issues are drugs and street gangs. 

In many shelters, abuse is not recognised. At organisational level there 
is a conspiracy of silence. Available materials have very limited 
definitions: child sexual abuse is seen either as rape of girls or 
paedophilia, and many organisations are not considering the 
possibilities. 

Experience and Knowledge of Impacts and Effects 

Eighty percent will get HIV and they will want to abuse others. 

It’s hard for boys to talk. They have mental problems and may become 
paedophiles in future. 

Girls are hurt twice as much as boys because they lose their virginity. 

May sell sex for money? They experience fear and may go on to abuse 
others.  

It has a serious impact on society—health, mental health, AIDS and 
they may sexually abuse and harass others. Girls are damaged but 
because boys have no virginity, Khmer culture is not interested. 

I observed a lot of sexualised behaviour as a result of abuse, but there 
is no help available. 

 Training and Development Needs and Needs from the Research 

I need information related to boys’ abuse and a programme to help 
boys. 

What makes it easier to work with boys? 

To know how sexual abuse affects boys. 

Talking about sexual abuse with boys is difficult—help with that. 

Information, training—you need to prove it exists! 

Awareness of the impacts of sexual abuse.  

We need to understand boys’ feelings and to know about boys selling 
sex. 

What are the root causes and why are there no programmes for boys? 
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Do boys have problems like girls? 

The reasons boys are abused. What skills do we need?  

How we can work together to protect boys.  

What boys want and need. 

Grooming—how does it happen? 

We need knowledge to work with all boys, not just those abused. 

Brief summary: Key emerging themes at this early stage of the study indicated that 
levels of awareness in relation to sexual abuse of boys were generally quite low. A slim 
majority of respondents (52 percent) believed that foreigners alone were responsible for 
the abuse of boys, while over a quarter assumed that gay men are the cause. Of those 
who expressed an opinion, many assumed that boys were likely to abuse others as a result 
of their experiences. Responses to the question regarding training provided an early 
indication of the wide range of needs. One respondent expressed concern that by 
researching boys and sexual abuse, we might encourage those with no previous interest 
to abuse boys. They cited the Khmer proverb “One knife has two faces”, to illustrate 
their point. This was based on their experience of previous research in relation to girls, 
and their assumption that this had led to an increase in rape and sexual assault, rather 
than increasing reports to authorities. This would not be the only time the team 
encountered this opinion. 

Pre-Research Focus Group Discussion 
In late January 2007, prior to the field research, a pilot FGD was held with a team of 
social workers from a mental health project in Kompong Speu province, some 50 km 
south-west of Phnom Penh. The team consisted of males and females ranging in age 
from their early 20s to over 60. Some were born and raised in the countryside and others 
in Phnom Penh. The purpose of this FGD was to pilot the methodology and potential 
questions for future focus groups; it produced some interesting responses at an early 
stage of the research, some of which are shared below. Responses from women are 
indicated by use of ♀ and males ♂. 

On Awareness of Abuse of Boys 

I overheard about boys being abused in UNTAC times by foreign 
soldiers. They would bribe boys with food and cakes. Boys seemed to 
talk about it openly compared to girls, but it wasn’t taken seriously by 
anyone. ♀ 

I’ve heard from children that gangsters procure homeless children to 
have sex with people and keep the money—sometimes as much as 
$10. It happens very often near the Royal Palace in Phnom Penh. I 
didn’t believe it before. ♀ 

I’ve heard that it’s mostly foreign men. ♂ 

One of my clients was abused by a woman when young. I also heard 
about monks in the wat abusing boys and someone I know says it 
happens a lot in prisons. ♂ 
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People don’t believe that boys can be abused because boys usually 
abuse. ♂ 

It happened in Pol Pot times too. ♀ 

On Child-Rearing Practices of Touching Boys’ Genitals 

People do it to show love and affection up to the age of two or three 
years, not to abuse them. It’s passed from one generation to another. 
♀ 

In my experience, older boys get very angry about it. ♂ 

I’m not sure about other countries, but to me, from birth to maybe 
three years is okay. People don’t do it to girls because they think that 
later they may “seek men”.  ♀ 

On the Consequences of Sexual Abuse 

The man I knew felt great shame and guilt—he thought that he was 
bad. ♂ 

Boys think they are strong and therefore not sure how they should feel. 
Maybe they want to take revenge as a result of abuse. ♂ 

Perhaps it’s not so different from girls in terms of their feelings and 
behaviours. ♂ 

There is the issue of virginity and honour for girls. This doesn’t apply 
to boys; for them it’s not a problem, they think it’s normal and their 
value is still high. ♀ 

Brief summary: The FGD revealed that abuse of boys had been encountered in many 
scenarios, stretching back 30 years or so to the Khmer Rouge period. Abuse by UNTAC 
troops was also noted. Further discussion indicated a genuine confusion about the 
differences between consenting same-sex relationships and abusive ones, particularly 
where boys are concerned.  

The issue of girls having virginity and therefore honour to lose was raised, indicating that 
male and females are viewed very differently by some, even when the sexual contact is 
abusive. This evidently had the potential to influence how male victims are considered, 
thus influencing levels of empathy and support. This became a key theme to explore in 
the field research. The fact of boys of having their genitals touched or played with seems 
well known, most people considering that it is done out of affection or love until the age 
of two or three years. Some respondents noted that perhaps boys don’t like this, and may 
express anger, particularly as they get older. 

The Language of Abuse 
Some of the terms used by participants to describe their experiences are included in the 
glossary of terms. However, it is important to clarify some specific points. When 
describing anal intercourse, penetration of the boy’s anus, or male rape, the terms most 
often used were, bok or bok koud.  
Elsewhere the term bok may also be used to describe two things coming together very 
quickly with force—a car crash, for example. Koud refers to the bottom or anus. 
Sometimes the boys would say the equivalent of “He bok my koud”. Therefore it is often 
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used as a slang term to describe sexual acts (essentially used by some boys to describe the 
term “fuck”) indicating the strong movement or force used. The literal translation, 
“insert the penis into the anus”, while being polite and accurate in the biological sense, 
does not accurately communicate the nature of the act as described by the boys. 
Therefore, throughout the text, unless another term was used, bok is used to indicate anal 
sex, penetration and/or anal rape.  

Data from Sihanoukville 

Sihanoukville, also known as Kompong Som, is situated on the south-west coast of 
Cambodia, some 230 km from Phnom Penh and is popular with local and foreign 
tourists alike. A continuing tourism boom in Cambodia and recently introduced visa 
regulations in Thailand149 have led to an increasing population of long-term resident 
expatriates in the town. At the time of the last census (1998)150 the population was 
around 155,000.  

The research team visited Sihanoukville in April 2007, meeting boys who had contact 
with two NGOs and were known to be victims and survivors of sexual abuse. Meetings 
were facilitated by staff that had trusting and healthy relationships with the boys. A total 
of nine boys participated over a period of 10 days. In many respects, this visit also acted 
as a pilot for the rest of the study, because prior to this time the team had not met any 
boys. Data were gathered in a variety of ways, after the researchers had spent time with 
staff and boys, observing, listening and taking part in a range of activities. Some 
interviews were carried out continuously at one meeting, while many took place over 
several meetings. Due to a range of factors,151 not all participants answered all the 
questions. It was made clear to the boys that they had a choice to answer or decline to 
answer any question and they were not pressured to answer.  

Despite thorough planning, the reality in the field resulted in very few of the interviews 
being carried out step by step. In-depth data were often gained at a variety of venues and 
times of day and often recorded and pieced together at a later time. The reality is that 
many of the participants’ lives are fairly chaotic, so flexibility and patience were required. 
Informed consent was discussed with staff, carers and boys prior to all meetings, and 
ethical guidelines were followed as described earlier in the report.  

It must be stressed that it was not an easy task for any of the participants in any site to 
talk about their experiences. As a result of criminal procedures, many had been 
interviewed numerous times by police and local authorities, which in itself can be an 
ordeal. The boys were encouraged to say as little or as much as they wanted.  

The data will be presented in relation to specific questions and subjects, drawing upon 
key themes, similarities and differences emerging from the field notes and other tools. 
The intention is to “stay close to the data”, representing the words and stories of the 
boys as accurately as possible; they have been checked and clarified on several occasions 
prior to the writing of this report. At the end of each section, reflective comments have 
been included to summarise the main themes or comment on salient points. 

                                                 
149 Legislation imposed from October 2006 restricts the time that nationals from 39 countries can spend 
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150 National Institute of Statistics (NIS) 

151 Quite often the attention span of participants was limited or they were distracted by others nearby. 
Some were recovering from the effects of sniffing glue and/or preferred to sleep or do other things. 
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In Sihanoukville, all of the boys in the sample were abused by foreign males. This does 
not mean that all abusers of boys are foreign. Current child protection efforts reveal the 
presence of foreign abusers because they are more visible and therefore easier to detect. 
However, little or nothing is known about abuse of boys in any setting by Cambodian 
perpetrators. It was reported to the team in July 2007 that the very first prosecution of a 
local man, for sexual offences against a boy, had taken place. At the time of writing, the 
outcome of that case is unknown. 
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About the Abuse 
Most boys said of the abuse that they were scared and didn’t understand what was 
happening, because they had limited knowledge about sex or abuse prior to the event. 
Some boys were asked or persuaded to go to the abuser’s house by other boys. It is likely 
this was a deliberate ploy by the abusers to “recruit” new boys; money is often given to 
all the boys afterwards. Many boys reported that they went in pairs or small groups 
because they were afraid to go alone, further blurring the boundaries of responsibility. 
Most stated that the first time it happened, they had no idea what was going to happen, 
and once there, were too afraid to say no or escape. Another source of confusion for 
many was the fact that they were frightened but also became sexually aroused and 
experienced an element of pleasure as a result of the perpetrator’s acts. One boy 
described a fairly typical scenario:  

The man asked me to take a shower and then get in bed naked. He 
took photographs and asked me to suck his penis and masturbate 
him. The man then sucked the other two boys’ penises. I was very 
frightened, fearful and didn’t want to do this, but I couldn’t say no or 
escape. I later tried to avoid him and the other boys who persuaded 
me to do this. 

One 18-year-old explained how both money and force are used by abusers. His story also 
illustrates the intense shame that boys feel as a result of their ordeal: 
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Foreigners rent boys to sleep with them by giving them money. 
Sometimes they take boys to the forest at the back of the beach … 
They ask them to suck their penis and make them have anal sex … I 
remember one time I saw a man take a rope to tie the boy up and then 
have forceful anal sex. He also put a carrot into the boy’s anus and I 
remember there was blood coming out. The boys are ashamed of 
others knowing about this because they use words that look down on 
them … People say that the boys are contaminated by AIDS. Some 
boys take drugs so that they are not scared, but they always lower their 
heads when walking because they are so ashamed. My mother is poor 
and doesn’t have money for food or rice, so I give the money to her. I 
hide the truth and tell her that I found it; if she knew, she would beat 
me. 

Another boy explained that a violent home life led to him living on the streets, 
encountering further risks and being trapped in a lifestyle characterised by the absence of 
safety: 

Both of my parents had remarried. I was always beaten by my father 
when he was drunk; I remember he beat me with a bat when I was 
eight years old and threatened to kill me with a knife. At that time I 
was very frightened and tried to escape but I couldn’t. These things 
made me decide to leave home. Now I live on the street with rubbish-
collecting children in order to earn money to buy food and glue. When 
I moved to the streets I was beaten by a group of adults and children 
from a rich family. Sometimes they took all my money. Sometimes 
when we meet big groups of adults, they force us to sit in a straight 
line and if anyone doesn’t have money, they beat us until we nearly 
die. 

A 12-year-old boy’s account shows how abusers may pay boys to recruit others and, 
similarly to scenarios elsewhere, use payment as a strategy to legitimise abuse. His 
account echoes feelings of intense fear and shame caused by sexual abuse: 

I was with three friends at a petrol station and a man who could speak 
Khmer asked me to go with him and gave me 1000 riels (approximately 
US 25 cents). He bought me ice cream and noodles. At first I didn’t 
know that he wanted to cheat me at all. He took me to his house and 
asked me to take a shower. After that he sucked my penis and asked 
me to masturbate and suck him too … My friend was afraid to do so 
because the foreigner’s penis was so big, but he forced me to have anal 
sex … Afterwards I felt ashamed, I wanted to beat the foreigner. I 
didn’t want anyone else to know about this because my mother might 
beat me if she knew. The foreigner gave $1 to another boy to ask other 
boys to have sex with him … If we only suck the man’s penis we get $2 
but if we have anal sex we can get $5 … It’s really painful; I was so 
scared that my heart was beating faster and faster and I was crying. 
Other people scold us that we are bad children, so I ran away from 
home. I cannot eat or sleep … I want to hide this issue and keep it a 
secret forever. 

A 15-year-old shared his account of life with his 10-year-old brother. It illustrates that 
poverty can be a significant risk factor in many abuse scenarios. Money is a powerful 
influence in a country where the average monthly wage is around $30. The youngest of 
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the boys also explained that a rich Khmer man with a car used to call him to have sex but 
he did not go. His friend used to go with the man, but he paid less money than 
foreigners. 

My brother and I started to sniff glue when our father died; it was a 
long time ago and we were small boys. The reason we started to sniff 
glue was to forget all the sad things—it makes us feel happy and dare 
to do anything. My family does not have food or money, so we go 
outside to find food to support ourselves … In my group we always 
have five people go out together; we rarely go out alone because we 
are afraid of the gangs beating us … We were abused since we were 
young but can not remember how old we were, or which year. We 
always get given food by the man before we have sex and get $5 to $20 
depending upon the acts and how rich the man is. Sucking the penis 
and allowing the man to bok us is $20 … The places that the 
foreigners take the boys to have sex are the beach, garden and his 
house … We talk, eat, watch video sex, take our clothes off, suck his 
penis and later the foreigner bok us. We always go as a group—two, 
three or four boys. 

Another young man, 18, shared his story of a violent childhood, which led to him living 
on the streets, facing further risks. 

My parents used to argue a lot, and when they were drunk, used to 
beat me. I asked my grandfather to help when I was five and he beat 
me badly. He asked me to sit in a mosquito swarm and hit me with an 
electric cord, so I moved to the street when I was 11. When I lived on 
the street, a group of adults abused me, beat me, took my money and 
kicked me against the wall. They beat me badly, and my eyes were 
black and blue. Every day I sleep at the rubbish place. I sleep on a 
chair, and I have one pillow and a mat. I get 3000 riels (US 75 cents) a 
day for collecting rubbish. When I can not find money I have no food 
to eat and have to be patient because I am poor … 

He then described how he was lured into a life of abuse by a foreign man but also 
suggested that some Khmer men also like to approach boys: 

My friends always call me to go sleep with him … The man bought 
me orange juice and had sex with five boys … He gave us money and 
asked us to come back the next day. He asked us to suck his penis one 
by one and asked us to have anal sex one by one also … He used to 
buy us clothes … As time went by, I realised that this person is not 
good, so I told my teacher to complain to the police. I first ejaculated 
when I was 12 years old … I was with older boys of 14, 15 and 16 years. 
It hurt when he had anal sex with me and I suffered cuts to the anus 
… I am so embarrassed around others … My friends say that I am not 
a “good boy” to suck the foreigner’s penis because of wanting money. 
I feel ashamed in front of my teacher, relatives and my neighbours. 
Sometimes I was also approached by Khmer men, usually moto 
drivers, when I walked along the street. I met them and they would 
ask me, “Are you circumcised yet? If so, that is very delicious”. 
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About the Impacts and Effects of Abuse 
It was clear that, despite many of the boys receiving money or food for having sex with 
men, they felt very uncomfortable and shameful about the experience. It also caused 
them to have a variety of physical and psychological problems, and affected their 
relationships and self-perceptions. Some told of physical pain and injuries caused by anal 
sex, which most of the time were left untreated due to lack of money or being too scared 
or ashamed to tell anyone. The researchers all commented at one time or another on how 
small some of these boys were for their age, and it is difficult to understand how grown 
men can perpetrate such acts of abuse, realising that they are clearly causing such pain 
and injuries. It was later confirmed by a local NGO staff member that the vast majority 
of offenders do not use condoms, further indicating a clear lack of concern for the boys’ 
welfare.152

 The use of food, money, accommodation and other bribes to entrap children, does not 
disguise the fact that these vulnerable boys are experiencing brutal, nasty and violent 
crimes. Most of the boys had already experienced a number of other forms of 
deprivation and abuse prior to the sexual abuse, thus increasing their vulnerability. One 
boy explained that he had told his mother about the abuse but wasn’t believed at the 
time, because she thought it was impossible for boys to be abused. 

Many of the boys spoke of a range of emotions, including fear, talked of their hearts 
beating fast while being abused and being angry afterwards, while some told of feeling 
great shame and wanting to hide from the world. Many of the boys were sniffing glue 
prior to abuse and continued to do so afterwards as a method of numbing and escaping 
their feelings. Following is a compilation of their responses regarding the impact, with 
the most frequent responses at the top of the list. They provide clear indicators of the 
wide range of factors that those in a position to help boys will need to take into 
consideration when planning support: 

Injuries (cuts, tears), pain to the anus and having blood come out. 

Feelings of great shame and loss of honour. 

Being afraid of being looked down on. 

Blaming myself for what happened. 

Wanting to die or commit suicide. 

Thinking I am wrong and sniffing glue to forget that. 

Hating myself. 

Being ashamed when others find out about me. 

Feeling isolated. 

Having no confidence. 

Crying.   

Wanting to run away from my family.  

                                                 
152 Interview, 2 May 2007. A staff member estimated that in cases with which she was familiar, 85 percent 
of abusers did not use a condom when abusing boys. 
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Being scared of telling others. 

Worried about being labelled as “cheap”, “inferior” or having AIDS. 

Hiding the problem and being scared to meet people I know. 

Feelings of anger and wanting to kill the abuser. 

Stealing. 

Wanting to keep it a secret. 

Being suspicious of other people.  

Afraid of dying of AIDS. 

Sometimes feeling resentful and bullying others. 

Worried that I might become gay. 

Nightmares about foreigners abusing me. 

Sexually transmitted infections. 

Having poor health including not eating and sleeping. 

Sniffing glue to forget sadness. 

Feeling I have to force myself to do this to get money. 

Being addicted to sex. 

Afraid people will blame my mother for not looking after me. 

One boy, 15 years old, used the analogy of a bird to describe the way that being sexually 
abused made him feel: 

I am like a small bird that has been flying a great distance for a long 
time. I’m tired and have no food to eat, so I take a rest on one of the 
branches of a tree and I feel like I have been shot by someone … I fall 
down and nearly die. 

Another explained the serious nature of the aftermath of sexual abuse and the power of 
shame, in relation to one of his friends: 

I knew one boy who was so ashamed of others knowing, he was so 
upset that he wanted to kill himself. He took a knife to do it but I 
forbade him to do it. He was crying and I took him to the centre. Later 
on he went to his home village and was happy. 

About What They Need to Help Them Recover 
The participants were given an opportunity to describe what they wanted from families, 
friends, supporters, staff of organisations and authorities to help them and also what they 
wanted from the future. Many of the boys didn’t find this an easy question to answer at 
first, one commenting that he had never had the experience of imagining his future 
before. Some appeared more concerned with looking after their own families than being 
able to identify their own needs.  
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In many respects, all the boys are asking for is to have their basic human needs fulfilled 
and their human rights respected. The responses provided some interesting answers and 
indications of the things they think are important. Some responses reflect the help they 
are already receiving (i.e. centre-based services); others reflect a more personal vision of 
what constitutes a “good enough life” and, importantly, many described what they do not 
want from supporters and helpers. Some comments also illustrate a very real concern for 
and capacity to care for others. Ultimately it seems that these boys just want to get on 
with a normal life that is free of abuse:  

We want a place with nice docile staff (not staff who shout), a place for 
playing football, swimming, studying and drawing, and I want to have 
a ruler, pencil and books. We need clothes and want to have a job and 
have money. I want to live with my whole family in a nice place with a 
table, chairs, beds dishes, spoons and pots, and I want to be able to go 
for a walk along the riverside. 

I want to have small house, enough for two or three friends so that we 
can live together, with dishes and pots for cooking and rice to eat; I 
want to have a bicycle for going somewhere with a basket on the front 
for keeping used things from the rubbish bins. I want to have better 
living conditions and help seeking a job.  

I want to go back home to help my parents and stay with my 
grandmother and siblings, maybe hire someone’s land and work on it. 

We want to be loved by adults and would like to live in a nice house 
with friendly staff, big rooms, lots of toys, a playground, with lots of 
sports equipment. We want to go to schools and have delicious food 
and good medical care. 

I want to study in a public school and want to hide my issue forever. I 
don’t like my house, I want to live in a centre, I need a kind teacher 
(member of staff) and a big centre with enough space to play football 
and volleyball and have a place to study literature or other skills. One 
day I want to be a staff member of an organisation so I can help street 
children. 

I want all children to stop using drugs and I want to live together with 
my family. 

I want to study at public school and hide my issue. 

Children’s Voices: What the Boys in Sihanoukville Want to Say 
Prior to the interviews ending, all participants were asked what they wanted to say to 
other people about their experiences and the sexual abuse of boys. They were asked what 
they wanted to say to other boys, families, carers, parents, other adults and people who 
hurt or abuse boys. Their powerful messages speak for themselves: 

Stop the sexual abuse of boys! 

It is wrong to think that boys are not abused—it happens!  

Please help me and don’t allow foreigners to abuse me! 

Don’t scold me … listen to what I say and believe me! 
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If your son is abused, will you blame him? So do not blame me! 

Abusers should stop this and change their behaviour, have pity on 
children! 

I want to tell all children not to let barang (foreigners) cheat them; 
when barang call all of you, go somewhere else. 

I want all children to stop doing like me: do not sniff glue! 

I want all the abusers to stop abusing children. 

When parents know that boys experience sexual abuse, they should 
console them … Parents should not scold boys … They will listen and 
stop doing it 

Parents, don’t hurt me; be a good example to me! 

Don’t sexually abuse children! 

Don’t say bad things about me. 

Don’t beat children any more when they do something wrong! 

Parents, do not maltreat children! 

Don’t allow people to sexually abuse boys, or you will be abused in the 
next life. 

Summary and Reflections 
All of the boys the team met had been abused by foreign perpetrators. This should not 
be seen as indicating low or non-existent levels of abuse by Cambodians, but merely the 
fact that abuse by foreigners is more visible and therefore easier to detect. Data from 
staff in all three field settings, to be shared later, also indicated that Cambodian nationals 
also abuse boys.  

Risk Factors 
Previous research elsewhere153identifies significant risk factors that make children 
vulnerable and more likely to be sexually abused, and many of those are present in 
abundance in Sihanoukville. Virtually all of the boys came from large families of many 
siblings (from four up to nine); some had experienced the death of siblings, or of one or 
both parents. Many talked of experiencing extreme poverty in their families, which had 
led them to leave school and seek work on the streets or beaches, scavenging for cans or 
bottles. One experienced team member, with several years’ experience working in 
Kompong Speu province (one of the poorest in Cambodia), described being shocked at 
the levels of poverty endured by these boys and their families. It seems that many of the 
boys exist on the margins of mainstream society due to that poverty and backgrounds 
where many basic needs remain unmet. 

All mentioned a background in which they had been exposed to domestic violence, either 
witnessing violence towards their mother and siblings or being the victims of beatings by 
parents or grandparents. In some cases the boys described leaving home to live on the 

                                                 
153 Bentovim, A. (2002) 
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streets at a young age (11 years in one case) to avoid violent behaviour. Others described 
home lives in which alcohol misuse and domestic violence also appeared to be common.  

A high proportion of the boys also experienced bullying and violence on the streets at 
the hands of older boys. All of the boys had limited schooling. They indicated that they 
had very little knowledge of sexual issues prior to abuse, and did not realise initially that 
developing friendships with foreigners would lead to a sexual relationship. One member 
of staff commented that once it became known in the street-living communities that 
boys had been abused, they became the target of discrimination, mockery and jokes,  and 
were seen as the “lowest of the low”. This results in further marginalisation, thus 
increasing vulnerability to abuse.  

The Abusers 
All of the boys in this site were abused by foreigners, predominantly Europeans and 
Americans. In the cases the team was aware of, abuse usually occurred in the company of 
other boys, at the home of the foreigner, in guesthouses or at secluded spots near the 
beach. Several boys at a time would go to the house of the perpetrator, many of whom 
were short- or long-term residents of the town. Boys said that they would go in groups 
because they were frightened and it was easier to go with others. However, it may also be 
that perpetrators prefer situations in which they can abuse many boys at one time. The 
boys were often approached or befriended by foreigners; the time between first meeting 
and incidents of abuse was sometimes very short, minutes in some cases. Many of the 
foreign perpetrators appear to be brazen in their attitude.154 It is likely that some boys are 
encouraged to act as recruiters of other boys because in some cases it appeared that boys 
are paid to take friends with them and that the “new boys” are the ones to be abused 
first. They are often taken to the home of the abuser by other boys, having been 
promised food, and abused the first time they meet them. Further research with 
perpetrators is needed to identify patterns of abuse and methods of targeting and 
recruitment. Some guesthouse and hotel owners and staff may also be implicated to 
some degree, as well as a number of moto drivers. Most foreign males, including myself, 
can testify to being approached by moto drivers asking if we are interested in “little boys 
or girls”.  

Other research indicates that the commercial sexual exploitation of boys in Cambodia is 
predominantly street (and in this setting beach) based. However, this can be misleading. 
The majority of sexual abuse and exploitation goes undetected, and virtually nothing is 
known about the sexual abuse and exploitation of boys by Cambodian nationals or 
community-based abuse. It is therefore highly likely that there are significant numbers of 
boys whose abuse goes completely unrecognised and unacknowledged. Future research 
initiatives are needed to address this gap in knowledge if all children are to be afforded 
the protection they have a right to. In July 2007, after our visit to Sihanoukville, it was 
confirmed that the very first prosecution in that city of a Cambodian national abusing a 
boy had taken place.155

Abusive Acts  
Most often the perpetrator would abuse boys in groups, initially getting the boys to 
watch TV, films, cartoons and then pornography with others. The boys would be offered 

                                                 
154 Cambodia Daily, 30 December 2005, reported a western man fondling several young boys within clear 
view of other tourists and locals.  

155 Personal communication with staff of NGO working in Sihanoukville. 
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food and have to take a shower or bathe prior to abuse. Sexual abuse almost always 
involved the abuser performing oral sex on the boys, arousing them and masturbating 
them until ejaculation. Boys were often asked and coerced to reciprocate and take part in 
sexual acts with other boys, which were often photographed. Most of the boys reported 
that they were penetrated in the anus by digits, objects or the penis of the perpetrator, 
and sometimes coerced to penetrate the abuser. Following abuse, individual boys and 
groups were given money by the abusers, which many boys reported was used for food 
and drugs. Some boys explained that they gave the money to their mothers and families.  

Impacts and Effects  
Many of the boys commented on serious physical injuries to the anus, which often went 
untreated, and concerns about sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS. From 
a public health perspective, an additional concern is that very few of the perpetrators 
used condoms when abusing the children. The boys talked of a range of long- and short-
term problems and difficulties caused by their experiences, almost identical to those 
reported in other global literature and research. Many of the symptoms expressed are 
similar to those often associated with PTSD. Of specific interest are the high levels of 
shame and loss of honour expressed, fear of others finding out and attaching labels such 
as “cheap”, “gay” or “inferior” that clearly have a profound impact on their self-esteem 
and mental health. Many expressed anger, self-blame and hatred for the abuser and 
themselves. Ultimately, it can be observed that in many respects, the boys’ lives are 
turned completely upside down by their experiences.  

Data from Battambang 

Battambang province is located in the north-west of Cambodia, around 300 km from 
Phnom Penh. Its capital is Battambang City, the second largest city in the 1998 census. 
People in the province earn their living from rice cultivation and cross-border trade with 
Thailand. Battambang was chosen as a field site for the study because of its proximity to 
the Poipet border area and the fact that there are numerous NGOs, children’s centres 
and projects providing services to children and families who either migrate or are 
trafficked to neighbouring Thailand. One Poipet-based NGO working with street 
children refers many of the children to organisations in the Battambang area.156 
Furthermore, IOM research, carried out by the Transcultural Psychosocial Organisation,  
also identified that trafficked children are more likely than controls to have been sexually 
abused.157  

Therefore, when the team visited Battambang, we expected numerous organisations and 
staff to talk of their experiences of working with and supporting boys and young men 
who had been sexually abused. However, the vast majority of participants stated that they 
had either not heard or had heard very little about the sexual abuse of boys. Without 
exception, when asked, staff participants stated quite categorically that they had not and 
were not working with boys who were victims or survivors of abuse. The reasons for this 
will be discussed following presentation of the data relating to staff, later in the report. 
As a result, it was not possible to find any boys in Battambang who fitted the criteria for 
the research.  

However, eventually, one member of staff remembered a boy who had talked about his 
experiences of sexual abuse some years ago. He is now young man and was approached 
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157 IOM (2005) 
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by the social worker. He was very keen to talk. At times he was upset but wished to 
continue and share his story. While his account is not representative of all boys from that 
area, his moving account provides an invaluable insight into many of the issues faced by 
boys who are sexually abused. Now 22, he was first abused when he was 13 years of age. 
It his is words that provide the title for this research: 

I want to come for an interview, I’m very interested. It’s strange … no 
one has ever asked me about sexual abuse before. I want to speak out. 
We’ve never been offered help by anyone; no one believes us.  

I lived in Thailand when this happened. I was 13 or 14 at the time. I 
lived with foreigners … They were like my “godfathers”. When it 
happened I felt so ashamed, I didn’t want to tell anyone, I kept my 
feelings in my heart … When I told my friend I felt terrible.  

It’s hard to describe … unbelievable. It’s like a girl whose body is lost 
too. My parents didn’t know what happened to me … A lot of people 
are the same as me, but no one is concerned … 

They [the abusers] attract us … They make us believe them, because 
we don’t know what they are going to do to us. They told us about 
being a godfather. They move us and have different means to make us 
know nothing, to make us earn more money … especially to attract 
other boys.  

They spend a lot of money because it’s hard to attract boys because 
they are not happy to do it. So they use a lot of money on boys. We 
didn’t know about sexual abuse of boys in society; there is a lack of 
knowledge so it was unexpected.  

Street children have more effects, have more problems … It is easy to 
be groomed when you need food and money. The abusers know what 
boys need so they groom them using a lot of techniques. 

They abused me more than others … They took photographs for 
selling; they sucked me and quickly penetrated … anal penetration. 
They treated me like this for many years because my family is poor 
and we needed money. With girls, people help and find a solution, but 
with boys, no one is concerned, they mock them and laugh at them. 

I still remember how it affected my life … I thought it could never 
happen to boys … I was very angry … I used to try to tell other people 
but they didn’t believe me. Because I didn’t know and because of the 
ways to groom and because my family had nothing to eat … if I didn’t 
do it, the family would starve and suffer.  

I blamed myself … I’m a male … I’m angry with the abuser. I wanted 
to file a complaint with the authorities but because they [the abusers] 
have money … it was not possible. Now when I think about this, I’m 
still angry but not like before … Sometimes I would be so angry I 
would fall unconscious …  

Sometimes I still think about it but because I have received some 
education about abuse, it makes me reduce blaming myself … I read 
books on mental health. Staff didn’t know about this, I hid it from 

“I thought it could never happen to boys” 92



other people and changed the subject to talk about a different issue, so 
no one knew about it.  

There was a time when I was at the centre and the abuser came to take 
me away. He told the staff that he was my godfather. When thinking 
about that … I feel like it’s difficult to breathe … 

Anger, Shame and Honour 

At the time, I had thoughts of revenge, but my family needed money 
so I forced myself. When the man abused me I did not want to do it … 
I felt trapped and concerned for my family. I then thought of helping 
myself first, before my family because I thought I might get infected 
one day … That’s the reason I stopped doing that. Now … I feel 
happy and satisfied with myself, my job, wife and children. I can help 
myself and my family.  

Boys do feel very ashamed and lose honour when people know about 
the abuse. They are so ashamed of others knowing. Girls feel shame 
and cannot hide it … If people talk, they can file a complaint, but boys 
… they insult us. For boys … once their issue is revealed, it will be 
passed from one to another. When revealed, it’s considered as 
“normal” by others … but inside the boys feel shame.  

Touching a boy’s genitals when he is growing up:  

It’s a normal way that men and women show affection to boys. But 
after seven or eight years old, it can be trouble, because the purpose of 
touching can be to abuse … Children don’t like it; me—I hate it very 
much. 

Who can boys talk to about abuse and what do they need from a listener? 

Maybe boys can talk to close friends who have a similar problem. We 
can tell someone if they have knowledge, but they must not use our 
issue for kidding and joking … They must empathise with us and 
maybe give us ideas and opinions to help us solve problems. They 
must be a reliable person and keep confidentiality … 

Family must also empathise with us. Knowledge is also important and 
keeping confidentiality for the child. My mum is not talkative; she sat 
and cried when I told her. She was resentful, she didn’t want to use the 
money and she felt pity for me … Some mothers feel happy for their 
sons to do it … 

According to my ideas, abuse can happen everywhere … We need an 
NGO to help boys, educate these people and prevent boys from being 
groomed. If there is a place for them to go, there should be education 
… all kinds of programmes … good food and a picnic once a year. 
Staff must talk gently to the children when they do something wrong; 
don’t use violence. Children should be listened to and considered in 
decision making. There should be a centre for education, with no 
violence. 

Asked what he wanted to say to other people, the young man responded: 
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Both boys and girls have pain … They have ideas, opinions, feelings, 
hearts and pain. Stop mocking boys when they are abused, because it 
affects their feelings! 

Boys: find an organisation to help solve your problems and to raise 
your awareness about sexual abuse and infections. 

Abusers: don’t do it … children get pain in the body and you will get 
pain too when you are in prison! 

I want people to write a book, so people know about my abuse, and 
what causes boys to be so ashamed … their loss of honour … They 
must know that boys have these things too. Because confidentiality is 
considered in this research, I would like to talk about this, I want to be 
asked … I would say thanks if this organisation can open a place for 
boys.  

Data from Phnom Penh 

Cambodia’s capital city is spread over an area of 290 square kilometres at the confluence 
of the Mekong, Tonle Basak and Tonle Sap rivers, with a population of 1.2 million at the 
time of the last census in 1998.158 Migration from rural provinces is likely to have added 
to the population since then. Surveys estimate that there are between 1000 and 1500 
street children who have completely cut ties with their families of origin and have made 
the streets their home.159 UNICEF statistics suggest that there may be between 10,000 
and 20,000 children regularly working the streets who have kept ties with their families 
and return home either irregularly or regularly. 160

In total, the team met and listened to a further 21 boys and young men in the Phnom 
Penh area at various times in April, May and June 2007. Some boys lived at home with 
their families, although many were currently living or having regular contact with 
children’s centres or living in foster care. Some of the boys were asked if they wished to 
take part by APLE or staff from centres working with street children. Meetings and 
interviews were facilitated by the staff of organisations that had relationships with the 
boys. Where possible, attempts were made to meet boys on more than one occasion, so 
that the team could spend time building a relationship through informal activities such as 
playing games. This was not always possible due to organisational and logistical issues; in 
those cases, single interviews were carried out.  

In addition, the researchers also met with some adult men who had contact with 
organisations supporting the needs of MSM in Phnom Penh. Many of them had 
experienced sexual abuse as children and provided valuable insight. The data from their 
participation will be presented separately. 

Our study did not discover any large-scale organised commercial sexual exploitation of 
boys in the Phnom Penh area. However, it remains important to note this does not mean 
that it does not exist. It is likely that, given the lucrative nature of sexual abuse and 
exploitation of children, it could be happening, albeit on a smaller scale than that of 
women and female children.  

                                                 
158 National Institute of Statistics (NIS) 

159 Mith Samlanh (2002) 

160 Kostler, A. (2006) 
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One recently published book suggests that the commercial sexual abuse and exploitation 
of boys has occurred on a more organised basis in northern Thailand, predominantly 
involving boys from Myanmar.161 Recent reports in the Phnom Penh press have also 
indicated that that commercial “activities” in the infamous Svay Pak area have resumed, 
although more covertly than before. While official reports of organised commercial 
abuse of boys do not exist, evidence has recently emerged of its presence.162 An interview 
with a member of staff from an NGO based in north-west Cambodia revealed that he 
had previously worked with a boy who had also reportedly been trafficked to Malaysia 
for sexual purposes.163  
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Not all participants answered every question asked; some clearly found it hard to share 
their stories and express their feelings in relation to a number of issues or did not wish to 
talk about the sexual abuse itself. Children were encouraged to say as much or as little as 
they wished. Responses generally fall into the categories of “talking about abuse”, 
“impact and effects of sexual abuse”, “experiences and needs in relation to receiving 
help” and “voices and messages for others”.  

Many of the boys from the Phnom Penh sample had backgrounds similar to those in 
Sihanoukville. Poverty, environments in which one or both parents misused alcohol and 
the witnessing of and exposure to domestic violence by parents or siblings were 

                                                 
161 Batstone, D. (2007) p. 13. Evidence emerged of a sophisticated operation leading to boys from 
Myanmar being taken to Chiang Mai in northern Thailand on the pretence that they would be given 
schooling. Upon arrival, they were sold to sex bars and brothels. 

162 A personal communication from NGO staff in June 2007 quotes a young girl, rescued from Svay Pak, 
saying: “A man used to come and take lots of boys and girls to his house, where he took our photographs. 
Then he would take us to meet the guests”. 

163 Interview, 1 June 2007 
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common. Similarly, divorce or separation of parents, death of siblings or one or both 
parents were also common. Some children explained that they had been “sold” by 
parents and/or taken by their families or intermediaries to Thailand, held against their 
will with other children and forced to beg on the streets of cities there. Most had endured 
and experienced a variety of forms of physical abuse, neglect and exploitation.  

Some explained that they had little or no money and food, leading them to live a life on 
the streets where they survived on their wits, earning money through scavenging and 
shoe shining. Most had little education, schooling being often disrupted by the need to 
earn money for their families. Another similarity with Sihanoukville was that many 
children living on the streets experience violence at the hands of gangs of youths. Some 
reported being beaten by policemen and/or having money extorted by them. These 
findings are consistent with the findings of Katherine Keane’s study in 2006.164

About the Abuse 
Most of the boys the team met had experienced sexual abuse at the hands of adult 
foreign perpetrators, reflecting the fact that many had contact with NGOs investigating 
such abuse. But it became evident that some had also been abused by, or witnessed abuse 
by, other young people and adult Cambodians in a variety of circumstances, which are 
described in more detail below. Similarly to the boys abused in other field settings, they 
experienced a range of sexual acts at the hands of perpetrators, including oral sex (being 
coerced to receive but also to give to the perpetrator) and penetrative sex. Anal 
penetration of the boys with objects and digits also occurred. One boy was forced to eat 
excrement at the time he was abused. 

Many boys reported abuse by foreigners taking place in groups, with several boys at one 
time, in guesthouses, hotels and the perpetrators’ homes. The use of pornography and 
taking of photographs were not uncommon. Some boys talked of being abused in 
homes, centres and foster care by other children and young people, where one might 
assume that they are safe. The feedback also revealed that some had experienced abuse 
by adults in pagodas, including monks. 

The participants were interviewed in a range of settings—some in their family homes, 
others at SSC offices but the majority at the group home, foster home or centre where 
they either lived or had regular contact with staff. All provided consent, either orally or in 
writing, after having the research explained by interviewers, working in pairs. It is 
important to reiterate that it was very difficult for all the respondents to talk about their 
experiences, particularly as they did not have long-term relationships with the 
researchers. Some were reluctant to talk in detail about the actual events and in 
accordance with good practice were not coerced into doing so. Open questions were 
asked so that participants could say as little or as much as they wished. 

A number of boys spoke about children having their genitals touched or played with: 

Touching and playing with the genitals is not good. I would be very 
angry if someone did this to me. 

Touching a boy’s genitals is an abuse of his rights. Why do adults use 
the private parts of a boy as a joke? It’s very embarrassing. The boy 
may want to hold onto the anger for a long time and take revenge if he 
can. 
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Touching or playing with the genitals is not good, because it brings 
embarrassment in front of girls. 

It’s no problem up to seven or eight. After that it is painful. 

Older people used to touch my penis and say “Oh, it’s a big trey ptos 
[fish]”. I would feel pained, scream and be irritated because it was in 
front of other people …  

It’s irritating when people touch your genitals. If it were me I would 
be very angry. 

When I was younger, this old woman near my house would always say, 
“How big is your penis now?” She used to grab my penis, but in front 
of many people … I was shy and regarded and thought of her as a 
mother. 

Two boys interviewed together explained how they had experienced violence at home 
and on the streets prior to being abused:  

When my parents didn’t have money, they beat me and asked me to 
polish others’ shoes. Older people cheat children. They beat us, use 
bad words and trick us to sell the lotus to them and don’t give us 
money. Sometimes they use a knife to bully us and take our money.  

It is often believed that boys are abused predominantly by foreigners and gay men. The 
accounts shared by these boys challenge that view: 

I saw older boys abuse others in the centre. 

No one knows about Cambodian people who abuse children because 
they are not investigating. 

There are a lot of abused boys, but we don’t know it. 

When the barang go back to their countries with the pictures, they 
return to Cambodia with their partners a lot. 

I saw the older boy … about 15, abuse the small boy. He gave the 
small boy money. The small boy was scared and cried 

I was abused by another boy when I was 11 years old. 

I know about foreigners abusing boys and taking photographs, but 
also it happens in the centre too, where the big boys abuse the small 
boys. When the counsellor learned about it, they called the big boy to 
meet for a whole week, but I don’t know what happened or what they 
talked about. 

Shame emerges as perhaps one of the most powerful effects and determinants of 
behaviour throughout the study. Boys in Phnom Penh are no exception: 

I lived at the pagoda. There was a monk who mistreated me. He made 
me suck his penis, have anal sex and he forced me to eat excrement … 
I didn’t dare tell anyone. I didn’t want everybody to know … I was so 
ashamed that someone had mistreated me … unhappy, many painful 
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feelings but also pains in my body. It was difficult to study and I could 
not forget it even when I grew up … 

Some children are so broken-hearted about the abuse that they 
commit suicide; others may want to control or beat others or sniff 
glue. When boys tell their difficult issue to others, it can help them 
forget their sadness, but if they tell someone who tells everybody in the 
village, the boys may run away or commit suicide.   

One 18-year-old said that he had experienced abuse by both foreign and local men. His 
account illustrates the confusion that many victims have surrounding the sexual identity 
of abusers and trying to understand the impacts following abuse: 

Most of the abusers are either gays or foreigners, but the person who 
abused me was perhaps hiding the fact he was gay … short-hair MSM 
hide their faces and often abuse boys. Boys who experience abuse can 
perhaps become abusers. Maybe one time is okay, but if they are 
frequently abused, they can like or love the same sex. Like my friend: 
before he loved girls but now he loves the same sex. There was a man 
who is a bodyguard; he’s strong—a “real man”, but actually he loves 
the same sex … He took us out to eat … We found out about this 
when we had a long chat with him.  

Grooming happens a lot with normal men too. They want to abuse 
children a lot … near Wat Phnom and Wat Botum … They choose 
boys from nine years old according to what age they like … 
Sometimes children dare not refuse. So many of them are “normal” 
men but they have anal sex and they are “real men”. I know a boy of 
20 who lives near my house; he is from the rural area and I saw him at 
Wat Phnom. After that I saw a man call him to live at his house. He’s a 
teacher at a primary school; he’s over 30 years old and has a wife and 
two children who live in the countryside. The man abuses the boy 
every day and beats the boy when he goes outside the house. None of 
the neighbours are interested in this. They think he is a relative … No 
one investigates … So many people are victims of this but there is no 
one to help … 

This boy’s account illustrates that it is not just victims and survivors who are confused 
about sexual identity issues, and also shows how shame can dominate a person’s life: 

Some people think that we are gays because we sleep with the same 
sex … I wonder why they think we are gays. We dare not study in that 
school again and we flee to the other school because of the shame … 
It’s hard to study when we are reminded of this issue. It’s a problem 
for society. It happens most to girls but boys are abused too …  

The story of this 16-year-old boy illustrates a range of difficulties that many boys have 
prior to abuse, also providing insight into the strategies employed by some abusers, who 
target clearly impoverished and vulnerable boys. It also demonstrates the aftermath of 
abuse on both him and his family, the influence of shame and fear of others knowing. He 
concludes by thoughtfully describing what boys need to help them. 

When I was 12 my father took a new wife and the family split up. I 
lived with my mum and sister, but we had no money or food, so I had 
to find money shining shoes to feed myself. I wanted to go to school to 
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study like others, but I could not … Life on the street was hard. I met 
gangs who would take my money or beat me if I didn’t give it to them. 

I met the foreign man in 2001. He gave me clothes and food and 
allowed me to stay at the hotel for a couple of months having sex for 
money. He gave me $10–15 a time … He would hug, kiss and suck, 
play with my penis and take pictures. He would sleep with four or five 
boys at one time. I was introduced by my friend who also experienced 
abuse … I didn’t want to sleep with him. It made me feel disgusted, 
but if I didn’t do it, I wouldn’t have food. I gave the money to my 
mum and lied, telling her it was from my father.  

I blamed myself for doing wrong things … I was so ashamed … If my 
mother, grandmother and neighbours knew about this, they would 
think I have a bad background and would not let me go to their house 
… It’s very embarrassing with girls if people find out about it, but with 
boys … they never believe it; they think it’s only girls. I was frightened 
when my mother found out. My mother and grandmother blamed me 
… My mum beat me, they cried and were afraid I would go to jail … 
There was lots of crying and I ran away from home … 

I also think that in the future people will not want me to be engaged to 
their daughter. I am more ashamed than girls are … I am able to 
forget only for a while … Girls will hate us if they know. I walk with 
my face down because people look down on me and laugh at me, but I 
get used to it… 

I was worried that I would have diseases, such as syphilis and AIDS 
and I had a blood test … I was very worried at the time because I 
thought, if I die it will make my mother’s life more difficult and I 
would not be able to earn money for her … The result was negative so 
I was happy. I thought a lot about it. I was restless and tired and had a 
sleep problem and used medicine in order to get to sleep. I was unable 
to stop going to the toilet too.   

Boys need to be able to talk to a trustworthy person they can feel 
relaxed with, and school and study materials and the opportunity to go 
to public school. We need someone to offer food, shelter and a place to 
stay with room for four or five people to share … books and a reading 
room and places to play sports with friends.  

Another boy (14) told of a man abusing boys by giving them food and taking them to his 
room, where he abused several boys at one time:  

He had anal sex with all of them except me. I was afraid of them doing 
that and him infecting me with diseases. If my mother knows she will 
hate me. I am really ashamed of it. I’m really angry at people who try 
to do this [rape boys]. They make the children have a bad future. 

The experiences of another boy suggest that the grooming strategies employed by many 
abusers are well researched and planned. When considering the backgrounds of many of 
the boys, in some respects abusers seem to be more effective at building relationships 
with the boys than many of the other adults around them: 
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The man came to meet me and four or five friends, and we went 
together to eat corn and drink Coke … He pointed at me and told me 
that we should go and watch a film, but I didn’t dare to go with him 
alone, so I asked my friend to go with me. He showed a Thai film, The 
Boxer [a very popular film] and we watched cartoons and he gave me 
bread to eat. 

The disguised friendship offered by the abuser soon turned into a terrifying experience: 

When he abused me I had a jumping heart, I was so ashamed and 
scared of being asked to take my clothes off … I had to stay alone in a 
room with one door. I was locked in, unable to run away, I had to sit 
silently feeling sorrow, crying and being afraid that my mum would 
find out and beat me.  

Another boy told of how the generosity and friendship offered by one abuser masked his 
real intentions. It is interesting to note how in this case, once the perpetrator had isolated 
his victims from sources of support, the friendship was replaced by threats, provoking 
fear and, ultimately, consent under duress.  

He took me to many provinces on holiday, such as Kampot and 
Ratanakkiri; he always took new children he wanted to abuse away 
from Phnom Penh. He threatened that if we did not suck his penis, he 
would not take us back to Phnom Penh and we would have to walk 
home. So I agreed to do it, and he also said that if we allow him to 
suck ours, he would buy us new clothes. He wanted anal sex but the 
children would not let him do that, so we had to pull his penis up and 
down until he ejaculated. He sucked all of the children until they 
ejaculated too.  

One young man, spoke of his life on the streets shining shoes after his parents were 
divorced. Like many boys, his story indicates that there are a number of risk factors that 
lead to some boys being vulnerable: poverty, lack of safety and violence within the home 
and low levels of awareness in relation to the potential for boys to be vulnerable and 
abused, to name a few. It also illustrates the lack of control and power that victims have 
throughout the process and long afterwards, as well as the confusion and long-term 
impacts upon all aspects of life.  

I had seven siblings, and there was not enough food to eat. Sometimes 
I could not earn from shining shoes, so I dared not enter the house 
because I was afraid of being beaten by my mum. I was called by the 
foreigner when polishing shoes … I was paid with food. I didn’t know 
anything, so I went with him, I was 15. I slept with him in order to get 
money for my mum, but she didn’t know. I was afraid of being beaten 
by her but also if she knew, she would call me “plert plern”.165

My friends also persuaded me to sleep with him, and they got money 
for that. At least I had food and a room to stay in. They gave me $10 a 
day. When he sucked my penis, at that time I knew nothing, I just 
stayed still. I was scared, tears ran down my face and it was painful. I 
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dared not shout when caught and forced by the man; I was afraid of 
others hearing and coming to beat me. The issue remains in my mind 
… I cannot learn … It is difficult to sleep … I wake up three or four 
times in the night and have lost weight.  

He gave a lot of money and clothes. I was very happy because by 
polishing shoes I could get only 6000 riels (US$1.50) a day … When my 
mum found out, she blamed me. She said that if she had known, she 
would not have used the money. Sometimes I would see her sitting 
and crying. When I saw my picture in the newspaper, I was very 
resentful. I shouldn’t have done it; maybe I am plert plern like people 
say. I was mocked by others too. I was angry but I stayed silent...  

It was only later that I realised it is punishable by law. I went to court 
and I told them the truth, but I was scared of making mistakes. It’s 
painful going to court; it reminded me of the past. I had to talk about 
the same things over and over. My mum had to go with me too but we 
wasted our time and money for transportation and could not work. 
Money for food was spent on going to court instead. The court say we 
are “victims” … It means vagrants … kids who have sex with 
foreigners…. 

Now I live with five or six friends; we share a room. They don’t know 
about my story. I dare not tell them, I hide from them. They just know 
I have a problem. They ask me about it but I tell them something else. 
One day they will know anyway … If they didn’t have mouths, it 
would be fine but if they talk I will feel pain; it will remind me of the 
past and then I will not live with them any more. 

One 21-year-old explained that he left home after stealing money from his mother and 
came to the city. He has experienced violence on the streets since his arrival and 
explained that since that time he has been selling sex to women. “Sometimes foreigners 
but also Khmer and Japanese women … if boys had a job, food to eat and a place to stay 
they wouldn’t do it”. 

There is confusion about the sexual identity of abusers: 

I am often approached by both Khmer and foreign gays who want to 
buy sex. If we go with them for an hour we can get $5; the whole night 
is $10–15. First they ask me to take a bath; they ask me to touch their 
penis and sometimes suck it … They look like real men, wear normal 
clothes … They sleep with men, so are they gays?  

One 21-year-old man involved in selling sex to Khmer men 40–50 years old for drugs 
describes them as hidden face kteuys, long and short hair:  

Cambodians also abuse boys … sometimes heterosexual sometimes 
not. I’ve seen a lot at the riverbank, and they abuse boys. Foreigners 
like boys under 15, but Cambodians like boys of all ages. I heard 
people talking about women who abuse boys but they hide their faces 
to avoid being seen.  

Abusers can be anybody … Khmer, foreigner, gay man, straight man 
… 
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A popular misconception exists that boys or young men who sell sex are not vulnerable 
and are more or less happy with this lifestyle. However, the story below sheds light on 
the truth for many. Research in other countries shows that many victims of sexual abuse 
become involved in subsequent sexual exploitation following the initial abuse.166

One young man in his early 20s, currently living in a pagoda, explained that he started 
selling sex to foreigners and Khmer men in 2004 to raise money for education. He stated 
that more Khmers than foreigners like to buy sex from boys and young men. He told of 
short-hair MSM, including wealthy and high-ranking individuals, doctors and bodyguards 
of high-ranking people as customers. Many of them are married with children. He also 
talked about wives of high-ranking men who buy sex from boys and young men. His 
experiences also provide valuable insight into the long-term problems with self-esteem 
and confidence that some boys have following sexual abuse and exploitation and the 
influence of shame upon victims. It also illustrates the lack of opportunities for males to 
talk: 

When I was 15 years old I lived in the pagoda. One night, when I was 
sleeping there was a 23-year-old man who caught and abused me [anal 
sex]. It was very painful and I think I had blood too … he abused me 
twice but I dared not scream out because I was ashamed. After that I 
moved to another house where the monks lived. The person who 
abused me had a girlfriend already, and when he abused me, the pain 
nearly made me pass out.  

I feel so much regret and want to escape … I wish I could turn back 
the time and I would try to escape from what happened … In the 
future I should marry a  girl who sells sex. It’s better than with a “good 
girl” who still has her virginity, because she might look down on me. I 
am ashamed of others knowing. I want to stop this so that I can have a 
good job and make friends with others … I’ve never had anyone help 
me with my feelings from the time I was abused until now …  

The money he earns pays for his education and living expenses, and he also sends money 
to his grandmother in the provinces. He explained that many organisations help only 
boys who are under 18 years of age. His confusion leads to him seeking answers from his 
faith: 

Sometimes it’s hard to live and I want to commit suicide, but because 
of Buddhism and the belief that a person taking their own life will not 
be reborn, I stopped wanting that. Maybe I sinned in a previous life 
and used to mistreat others … Is that why this happens to me in this 
life?  

Another young man of 19 said that he has been selling sex to both foreign (western and 
Asian) men as well as Cambodians since he recently arrived in the city from a rural area. 
He explained that some of his friends are happy to do this, but he felt quite differently, 
also identifying a lack of support for boys: 

It causes shame to you … You are a man, it’s not good to do it, you 
look down on yourself. I will hide the issue—not tell my mum, 
relatives or wife and children, when I have a wife. I will tell my son 
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about this so that he will not take this as an example and prohibit him 
from doing it … We males are like females, we have pain and shame, 
so why do people treat us like this? We may be different in terms of 
genitals, but we have the same mind! Being born as a male is very 
difficult: when you have problems, no one helps, and they help only 
girls. 

Sexual abuse and exploitation can be not only very damaging for the victims but clearly 
very confusing. It is not always possible for victims to identify that they have been 
abused, for a variety of reasons including a lack of knowledge and understanding, 
especially if the abuse involved bribery, gifts and grooming and perhaps the apparent 
knowledge of family. If boys are used to having their genitals played with by adults from 
an early age, this may blur the boundaries, creating uncertainty about safe and unsafe 
touch, non-abusive and abusive relationships. It may well be considered as a “normal” 
experience, especially if it occurs over a long period of time. One 18-year-old man’s story 
illustrates this point: 

I had sex with a friend of my grandfather from when I was 12 or 13, 
every time that man came to Cambodia, perhaps two or three times a 
year. This also happened to my cousin too. My family and I had a very 
close relationship with that man, and he used to provide material 
support. I don’t think it was sexual abuse because it was just sleeping 
naked, touching and caressing and having anal sex … It only caused a 
bit of pain sometimes. Sexual abuse is forced sex, without being 
voluntary. Many adults, including my father, like playing with a boy’s 
penis to show love to boys. It’s okay to play with the genitals like this 
because they are small and don’t know anything. But playing with the 
genitals of big boys or pulling their trousers down is unacceptable 
because it makes boys angry and embarrassed. But where there is a 
quiet place and no one can see, maybe it’s no problem for him. 

The implications of this can be considered very serious. This young man continued to be 
abused by others after he moved to the city. When abuse was revealed at a later date to 
his family, they did not (as he described) “blame me”, which in many respects is positive. 
He now describes the abuse as “normal” because he was not blamed, rather than seeing 
what happened as sexual abuse and his family as supportive. It is not known if his family 
was aware of the abuse and happy to keep silent for fear of losing material benefits. How 
many more boys share similar views? 

About Impacts and Effects 

I have tension in my chest because real men don’t cry. 

Shame—I don’t want others to know. 

Loss of honour for myself and family. 

Boys and girls have the same feelings of pain. 

At the time it was happening, I was fearful, my whole body was 
shaking. I asked another boy; he said it is “okay”.  

When people started to know about this, it was so embarrassing. I 
couldn’t go out; I hid in my home. This became too overwhelming and 
I couldn’t cope any more, I had to leave home. I felt like I was a 
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stranger to everyone. I had nightmares; in my dreams I saw the event 
vividly. I can not forget this for the rest of my life.  

Abuse affects boys’ studies. They stop going to school, and they leave 
home and become a street boy and destroy their future. 

Some may want to abuse others. 

Scared. 

Boys must be braver than girls. Boys also cry but must not let others 
know or see … We are ashamed in front of others because we are  
men; we must be brave and have a five-hudt chest. If we struggle, we 
must be patient and not show it. 

Being pale and feeling ill. 

We will have tension in the chest, headaches and sleeping problems if 
we cannot speak out. 

Angry.  

Sitting alone … drowning in feelings. 

Feeling hopeless and resentful. 

I saw people change after the abuse. One gentle boy suddenly became 
bad; he was stealing, being short tempered, bullying and performing 
very badly at school. I asked him, “Why does an outstanding boy 
suddenly become a drop-out student?” He said “It’s too late … Once 
you have entered this, there is no turning back”. 

Wanting to commit suicide. 

Afraid of being looked down on and discriminated against—being 
labelled “the barang penis sucker” 

Feeling that this shouldn’t have happened to me. 

Hating myself. 

I was worried and unable to learn … I used to sit quietly and cry … 
When the neighbours knew they called me “the barang sleeper”. I was 
worried; it was my mistake because of going with the barang … I used 
to dream of a giant catching me. I was scared when I woke up and 
unable to sleep any more. 

Day dreaming, cannot focus on studies. 

Wanting to hide from and avoid meeting others. 

I didn’t want to be asked a lot about it. 

I hate this thing. 

Boys feel very shameful, they can’t concentrate any more, want to kill 
themselves. They get angry with other people who blame them about 
this or talk behind their back … They may want to kill the abuser. 
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They want to run away from home and become a street child and 
throw away their future.  

Sleep problems. 

I had a friend who was crying because of anal pain but he had no 
money for medicine. 

Being addicted to sex. 

The police asked about these things in a normal way—they did not 
think that I was ashamed … My picture was in the newspaper; they 
only covered my eyes a bit and the people who live near me recognised 
me … I escaped for a year from the place where I lived because I was 
so embarrassed … They did not think of me at all—the police, 
journalists or my neighbours. 

I knew one boy. He stayed alone inside for four days and then went 
outside to cry. 

Blood from the anus and anal pains. 

Boys feel pain like girls too … My friend was tricked into abuse. The 
man forced him to have anal sex and bok him strongly. He asked him 
not to do it because of the pain, but he wouldn’t listen. Now, whenever 
he goes to the toilet he has blood. 

Painful anus and penis. 

I can not forget what happened to me. 

I am sad and don’t know who to talk to because I am afraid that they 
will laugh at me. 

This example shows how abuse can turn people’s lives upside down and how normal 
everyday events can act as a trigger for painful memories: 

I have a lot of sexual feelings and cannot be patient because I can not 
find a person to have sex with, so I masturbate. It also causes me a lot 
of pain in the rectum. I felt pained and unhappy and wanted to 
commit suicide. I felt isolated and thought a lot and dared not tell 
others. I felt lonely and didn’t want to speak or go out. I didn’t want to 
meet my mother because I didn’t want her to be unhappy, so I would 
rather be alone and be unhappy. I get irritated too. When others ask 
me to have a meal, it reminds me of the abuse, when the barang asked 
me to eat out and then took me to his room.  

Some talked of confusion, shame and fear related to gender and sexual identity: 

People think we are gay,  not abused.  

The young boy who is a survivor may grow up to like having sex with 
a man, because he felt pleasure when he was abused … so he may 
become gay. 

Maybe later in life, a boy can become gay because he feels pleasure 
when abused. This might make him want to continue to have sex with 
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a man. Another point is that people will call you kteuy if they know 
you have sex with a man. 

I hate it and don’t like adults doing this to me, but I dare not tell 
anyone because I am so ashamed. I’m afraid of others knowing and 
saying that I am gay … I’m also afraid that I will become gay.  

A boy might have feelings and think that we are like a girl. When a 
man has sex with him it makes him have doubts, he might think he is 
a gay … Some people call me a kteuy because they see I like to spend 
time with girls … They might know that I sleep with a man. It’s very 
embarrassing  

Many of the boys we met talked about having difficulties studying following sexual 
abuse. They explained that they found it hard to concentrate, had feelings of being numb 
and spacing out, or were preoccupied with thoughts related to their abuse, similar to 
PTSD perhaps. These responses were often misinterpreted by others.  

Some people say that I do not pay attention to my studies, but the fact 
is that I can not study. I am not lazy … I don’t want to tell them my 
problems because I am afraid they will blame me more. 

When a boy experiences frightening things, it makes it hard for him to 
be good at studying. The children who experience sexual abuse and 
rape … all feel despair and some can not study at all because they 
remember this kind of thing forever … Even when they grow up it still 
remains in their minds. 

Fear of retribution, shame, self-blame and gender confusion all ensure silence: 

We dare not tell parents. We are afraid that if the abuser knows, he will 
gain revenge on us. We are ashamed of others knowing too. 

I was abused by another boy … I tried to escape but I could not … I 
was so scared and ashamed, and I blamed myself because I thought I 
was careless … I was also afraid that other people would find out 
about it … It made me irritated and want to beat the abuser … I 
thought that I was a girl and that’s why I was abused. 

It’s the same as girls; boys also lose honour. No girl will love him; girls 
will stop coming close to us because we were spoiled when we were 15 
years old. They think we may have a virus.  

Even a five-hudt-chest boy has feelings. 

I’m scared and confused and afraid of people knowing about having 
sex with a foreigner. I don’t want to meet people who know about the 
abuse.  

My friend dared not tell others about the anal pain. He was suffering 
in silence and cried a lot. If he tells others about the pain, he will be 
asked why, so he hides it and does not get help. 

I was so ashamed, I didn’t want to meet my friends and didn’t speak 
much like before … I was different, strange behaviour … Sometimes I 
was nasty … sometimes I wanted to kill myself. Some people 
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humiliated me by saying “You are a man—you should not have sex 
with the same sex!” In the future when I get married, if my wife knows 
about this she will look down on me. What do I want from others? I 
want people around me to encourage and console me and help me to 
be happy … Please … do not humiliate me.  

Some boys become furious, change their behaviour, want to beat 
others, try to escape from their friends … They cannot study and it’s 
hard to control their feelings due to abuse … If the children get HIV 
or AIDS, they may commit suicide because of despair. 

About the Help They Want 
Some participants found it hard to express needs and ideas for getting help, because they 
had never been asked before. A few responses mirrored the places they were already 
living (i.e. a centre), while others focused on personal qualities needed in the staff. 
Equally importantly, many also expressed what they do not need. It appears that 
currently most boys struggle to find appropriate support and feel isolated and uncared 
for. They have many creative ideas of what they require in the short and long term and in 
relation to their basic physical and psychological needs. We hope these messages can be 
incorporated as guiding principles into existing and future service initiatives and training 
for staff. 

We need someone to love us. 

I need people to keep confidentiality. 

I want people who don’t criticise me, people to listen and discuss 
things with me. Staff must have gentle characteristics, be good people, 
use gentle words—not gossip about children later. Staff must have 
capacity [sound knowledge] when they come to talk to children. 
Children need help and protection! 

Give information about the place to boys’ parents. 

We need someone educate us in how to love each other. 

We need to open a place so that victims can get help and examinations 
for their health. Help us to solve our problems when we are not happy 
… and when someone abuses boys they should take them to prison. 

We need a place for children where they can study, have enough food, 
play sports and grow plants. 

Counselling is good; it can help children. 

Help boys learn to love other boys like brothers.  

If I can tell others about it, I feel better. 

Sometimes I talk with my fiend when I am not happy and feel a 
release after talking. I trust my friend and the counsellor, but not 
carers—some can not be trusted and they tell my story to others … I 
got very angry and didn’t want to talk to her again. The counsellor 
should pay attention to me, listen to me carefully; don’t blame me, 
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look down or criticise me. If they do so, I will not tell them about me 
any more. 

I want to have a place for boys but not to show it’s for abused children 
… with places to play games, football, volleyball, music … have 
dancing, a place to study and learn about computers … and have 
someone help us with our feelings and emotions. I don’t want to keep 
it inside, I want to release it.  

I want lots of friends.  

I want knowledge, money for my mum and happiness. 

We need motivation from the family [parents]—do not blame the child 
for what happened. 

I want staff to be patient with children. 

I want to talk and laugh with friends, have a job or go to school, lots of 
sports activities. 

Time can help you to forget things. 

Need someone to offer food, shelter and study. 

I’ve never heard about counselling … but if someone can ask about 
our feelings, then we can get better. 

I need others to help me … and want a place for boys! 

Staff who don’t discriminate. 

Support from an organisation for learning and study 

About Experiences of Seeking and Receiving Help 

I never tell them and no one asks me.  

Most boys don’t know where to go for help and don’t even know they 
have a problem. Therefore they don’t seek help. Boys don’t dare or 
have the courage to tell anyone, even their own mothers, about the 
abuse. Boys can tell about the abuse only to someone who is 
trustworthy.  

My foster carer tells me not to talk about it. 

A boy needs someone to help him but doesn’t know where to find 
help. When I lived in the pagoda, I heard many boys complain about 
this issue. 

I did stay in a centre for few days, but it was like a prison because they 
wouldn’t let me go anywhere. That place is not like a centre, it’s like a 
place for making money! 

The counsellor tells me not to think too much, and that we have lots of 
things here, so there is no need to think too much. 
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About Physical Safety 
Some boys talked of a lack of safety and other children bullying them, including the use 
of knives and weapons at some centres. 

We need a place where children don’t fight and mistreat each other, 
because I experienced this at one centre. 

I stayed in one centre. It was very bad; the boys there are very cruel … 
They fight and stab each other. Every day I saw blood … Every boy 
has a knife. 

Some boys and young men also identified the need for staff to treat them differently 
from what they had experienced. 

I want to be to be believed and for adults to understand our minds, not 
to use violence to threaten children. 

We need staff who understand our minds and have pity on children. 
We don’t need staff who use bad words to children … When I lived at 
one centre, the staff used such bad words, I stopped living there and 
walked away … Staff should understand children, not blame them, 
and treat them gently. 

Provide boys with their basic needs: health, education and 
transportation to school. The staff should not be angry, blaming, 
cursing and swearing at boys. They should not behave in the manner 
of “Angry with cow, beat the cart’’.167

 I want adults to understand our minds and to believe us … 
Sometimes they use violence and threaten the children. They say we 
are lazy and bad persons. Sometimes foster carers insult us and say 
that we are stupid. 

Teachers and foster carers should not be nasty; they should be friendly 
… If the carers are nasty, it will make the children nasty too. 

About the Importance of Confidentiality and Trust 

I would walk away from a place where people know about my issues ... 
Over there, they criticise me and look down on me and say, “There’s 
the child that the barang had anal sex with”. It’s hard to speak about 
scandalous issues to others unless they can keep it confidential. If we 
have someone to talk to about our feelings, it’s good; we need to have 
a person that we can trust and talk to. I always tell my friend about the 
bad thing that has happened and my feelings get better. The 
important thing is for the person we speak to not to break 
confidentiality … 

There should be a counsellor … someone to encourage the boy to 
rebuild a new life and not be “short thinking”, and help us manage 
our emotions. If not, a boy may go out and become a gang member. 

                                                 
167 Getting angry with one person or event and projecting the anger onto someone else. 
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The counsellor must be able to keep a secret; only the counsellor and 
the boy must know about the abuse. 

We need somewhere comfortable to live and sleep study and eat … a 
peaceful place, not chaotic. Somewhere we can learn skills—language, 
literature. We need someone to support us with polite, gentle talk in 
which they can advise us and keep confidentiality.  

Children’s Voices: What the Boys in Phnom Penh Want to Say 
Some powerful messages were shared by participants. A recurring theme was the need 
for parents, carers and others to recognise that boys are also vulnerable, due to the fact 
that they are often given more freedom to go further from home unaccompanied.  

It’s too late for me … Make sure other people know about this! 

Parents: Have pity on the child. Care for and understand the child. Try 
hard to earn money. Don’t let the child do that and don’t blame him! 
They should accompany the child when they go somewhere and not 
let him go alone.  

Boys: If this happens to you, please don’t “think short” (hurt yourself, 
kill yourself or do something bad). 

Boys: Don’t think short— build a new future. 

Abusers: Please respect other people’s rights—do not abuse children! 

Parents: Do not neglect children; don’t allow your sons to go out alone, 
because they are being abused too! 

Staff: Be gentle and pay attention to what children say! 

Please don’t laugh at me! 

Please do not humiliate or look down on boys who have experienced 
abuse—please encourage and console them! 

Boys: Don’t go with foreigners; don’t be tempted by their money. They 
have lots, so a few dollars is nothing to them. This affects our lives 
very seriously … Don’t exchange our shame [private parts] for a few 
dollars. 

Even though we are poor, don’t do this because it damages our future 
… It’s late for me but please, other boys, try to study for your future. 

Villagers: If you know about our issue, keep confidentiality for us so 
that when we grow up we can have a good future! 

Boys do this because they need money and food, so do not hate boys 
because they force themselves do this; please help them. Help boys 
based on your ability and then children can study and have a job to 
feed themselves … Boys, do not do like me. 

Parents need to listen to their children, forgive children when they are 
wrong and console them. 
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Do not abuse each other and please do not allow this abuse to happen 
any more. 

After a boy is abused, don’t change your behaviour; treat him like 
normal! 

Public, NGOs, parents and carers: Don’t gossip about boys but console 
them, pay attention to them, care for them—don’t criticise but 
motivate them! 

Boys: Please don’t kill yourself! 

Parents: Don’t ever say that it’s only girls who are victims; it’s boys too, 
so you all have to be careful. Don’t let them go out with others so 
much and do not think that they are “just boys”! 

Don’t let them abuse children. It’s a crime and will break the child’s 
future and make them unhappy and commit suicide. 

Parents: Don’t let boys go outside because they can be abused too! 

Organisations and staff: Help us, investigate and capture all the abusers. 

Abusers: Respect others’ rights and don’t sexually abuse me! 

Staff: Pay attention to us … Ask us if we are fine. 

Mothers and uncles: Don’t be careless with your sons, don’t allow them 
to go out too much—boys can be abused too! Those men who can’t 
find women or girls to have sex with will choose boys instead. 

Abusers: Stop doing this to boys! It’s not good to destroy our future—
don’t find happiness and pleasure in other people’s suffering! 

Boys: Don’t allow yourself to be cheated by others.  

Abusers: Stop doing it! It’s your brothers and sisters and other people’s 
brothers and sisters you are abusing—so don’t do it! 

Newspapers: Don’t publish our photographs! 

Adults: Don’t abuse children! 

You have a wife. Why do you do this to children? 

Child Sexual Abuse and MSM 

Throughout the field research, the team met several young men receiving support from 
organisations working with men who have sex with men (MSM). They were keen to 
share their experiences of being abused as children, which provided additional insight 
into the experiences of Cambodian boys. The team considered that any study not 
including their stories, opinions and ideas would be incomplete. Consenting sexual 
relationships between men in most societies are shrouded in secrecy and often 
characterised by discrimination and prejudice. Furthermore, research from other parts of 
the world in relation to child sexual abuse among MSM suggests a strong relationship 
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between childhood sexual abuse and alcohol misuse and suicidal behaviour, as well as 
indicating a connection between juvenile prostitution and depression.168

In total, the team met with nine men aged from 18 to 34 years who described themselves 
as MSM; some identified themselves as “short hair” or “long hair”. All were currently 
resident in Phnom Penh. All but one had experienced sexual abuse as a child. Some also 
shared stories of abuse and rape as adults that provide an insight into a previously hidden 
phenomenon.  

Where older boys and adult men are concerned, there is often a blurring of boundaries 
and confusion about exploitation and consent. Perhaps it is easier to discriminate and see 
MSM as “other”, somehow not vulnerable and maybe even deserving of abuse. Some of 
the men we spoke to are actively engaged in selling sex, but in the following stories, there 
is clearly nothing consensual about their experiences, as either children or adults. Parallels 
exist with the now well-documented experiences of some women. Here is one boy’s 
story: 

When I was 14 or 15, there were adults and young men, sometimes my 
friends, touching my penis and pulling down my trousers. It was 
playing, but it was really embarrassing.  

Most of the boys who are victims of sexual abuse are school students 
from the age of 10 years. Some children are forced to have anal sex and 
suck the penis—if they don’t agree, they get beaten. Most of the 
abusers are using drugs and alcohol and watching video sex.  

When I was 10 years old, I was abused by a monk. Later I was abused 
by another man who lived in the pagoda too … When they abused me 
it was really painful and difficult to go to the toilet. When I was 12, 
there was a man in the village who took me to his house and abused 
me. I screamed out but the villagers did not help because they never 
think a man can have sex with a man; they just think it was for fun … 
He was a married man as well.  

He threatened me not to tell. Until now I never told my family. I’m 
still scared that someone will abuse me … The pain still remains. 
People think that girls are more embarrassed than boys … If they 
know about my issue I will never go back to my home village any 
more. Nowadays when I go back, I still meet the man who abused me 
and he wants to abuse as before. The villagers are not interested in it 
because they think it’s impossible for a man to have sex with a man.  

My friend was also abused by a married man when the man got drunk; 
he’s not MSM. The people who abuse boys are not only foreigners; 
Khmers also do it and it’s happened since a long time ago. If I tell 
others, I am afraid they won’t believe it, because they don’t 
understand and don’t experience it. I have never had sexual desire for 
boys—but others want to mistreat me. It’s difficult to file a complaint 
with the police because they won’t believe us; therefore we cannot find 
justice. 

Another reported: 

                                                 
168 Ratner. A. et al. (2003) 
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When I was 16 a married man asked me to do some coining for him, as 
he said he had a special spirit that would not allow him to have any 
physical contact with a woman. In a quiet room, when his wife and 
children were away, he put my hand on his penis and made me 
masturbate him until he ejaculated. I was very scared and felt very 
uncomfortable. It wasn’t terrible compared to ghosts. I could stand 
doing this but not the ghost, so I didn’t think it was abuse. 

Research suggests that, once abused, boys may be more vulnerable to further 
victimisation. 

One young man of 20 explained that he had spent much of his childhood being abused. 
His story illustrates that abuse can be considered so “normal” that a person’s ability to 
protect themselves is reduced, leaving them more vulnerable. It also provides insight into 
some of the methods and strategies used by abusers. His responses suggest that some of 
the perpetrators may have targeted him because of his gentle and feminine 
characteristics. There appears to be very little subtlety used by many of the abusers: 
threats, anger and force were common. This identifies the need for more in-depth 
research into the behaviour of perpetrators, particularly local Cambodians. 

When I was eight, a 12-year-old boy asked me to touch and play with 
his penis when we were playing hide and seek. He told me that if I 
didn’t do it, he would tell the others where I was, so I just did as I was 
told. Later, my family life was very difficult and I left home. The man 
next door offered me food. He sat close to me and asked me to “help 
him”. He undressed me; I was scared but couldn’t cry … He forced 
me to suck and masturbate him and warned me not to tell anyone. He 
made me do it many times in his home. Sometimes his wife came 
home and we pretended we weren’t doing anything. 

Another time I was at my brother’s wedding … A neighbour really 
forced me … I wanted to go home but he didn’t allow me … We 
struggled and my aunty saw us and asked what he was doing. I was 
afraid that he would hurt me later, so I told her we were just playing. I 
wanted to avoid him but could not; he always came to find me. In 
other places I lived—many other men, young and old … I would have 
to live with this. I can’t escape this [abuse], by this time I did not care 
any more …  

I moved to many places, and everywhere I go I meet this problem. I 
am really ashamed of what has happened to me. Maybe in six years 
from the age of 13 to 19, maybe 35 or 40 men have raped me … If 
people know about this they will blame me or see me as craving sex. I 
blamed myself: maybe I could have escaped … but I was scared too. 
Some of the men were drunk, some of them said that they were hurt by 
women, and so wanted to try having sex with the same sex … 

Later, when I went home to see my family, I met the man who used to 
rape me. He raped me again in my home. This time my sister saw 
him. She told my father, and he was not allowed to come to the family 
home any more. My father didn’t blame me much. However, it was 
very embarrassing; the whole village knew about this, so I had to leave 
home. 
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It was very painful and frightening … It was forced and they had 
strength. They make me do this as if they were angry with me … They 
saw me behaving like a gay, so they hate me. They do drugs so they 
were very powerful. My anus hurt … I was overwhelmed with 
confusion … .It was very painful in my heart … emotionally … I asked 
many questions … Do I have bad karma? Did I do something wrong 
in a previous life? Why does this happen to me?   

Impacts and Effects 

Boys can’t cry out. If we cry, they say we are weak, but they don’t 
know how much hurt we have. 

Heart beating fast. 

Disgusted when they ask me to swallow the sperm. 

After abuse, want to have sex with boys; don’t feel attracted to girls. 

Headache and sleep problems. 

Difficult to go to the toilet, always have blood after I was abused … it 
was very painful. 

Being afraid others will abuse me again. 

Scared—pain like girls too. 

People discriminate so I dare not tell others. 

I felt despair, didn’t want to live and was angry but didn’t want to 
express it because of the impact on others.  

Ashamed and make the family ashamed too. 

Ashamed but confused because I was also satisfied with sex. 

Men get embarrassed and feel pain like women too. 

Being scared, run away and hide when seeing men. 

Being afraid of HIV. 

Wanting to hide. 

Being angry with the one who forced me to have sex. 

Mother blamed me: why didn’t I tell when it first happened? 

Confusion, Vulnerability and Male Rape   
Numerous research studies globally indicate that, once abused, many children are also 
vulnerable to abuse as adults. This is starkly illustrated in the following accounts, which 
reveal the virtually undocumented phenomenon of adult males experiencing violent rape 
and abuse. None of the following accounts identified the abusers as gay. 

One “long hair” MSM stated that he had been abused by numerous men and boys as a 
child:  
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When I was eight years old, I wasn’t attracted to girls. I liked boys and 
liked to make up like girls. I first had sex with my cousin when I was 
eight; he gave me cake and money. I had sex with him until I was 10 
years old but I stopped because I was ashamed … but I also felt 
satisfied when I had sex with him too … It was confusing 

When I was 16 I used to make up like a girl, and my family was very 
angry. They scolded me and I ran away to live with a friend and work 
selling sex. One day I was sitting in Chbar Ampov garden and the 
police came and said that I was “destroying society”. I was arrested 
and he took me to the police station and threatened me that if I 
sucked his penis and made him happy he would allow me to go, but if 
not, I would have to go to prison. I was disgusted but had to force 
myself to suck his penis.  

Whenever they have a celebration, they have thong-bas dancing169 in 
the villages … I always go to dance. After the dancing there was a 
group of young adults in the village who threatened the long-hair 
MSM to abuse them in the field or in a quiet place. One group of four 
young men put a knife to my neck and threatened me to have sex with 
them. I couldn’t refuse but I begged them to use a condom and if they 
wouldn’t, I would rather die. The four used a condom and raped me, it 
was very painful and I had tears rolling down my face. 

He also described a horrific event that happened to another long-hair MSM:  

He went to the dancing in the village. He was threatened by five or six 
young adults and raped in a field. When they finished raping him, they 
took a bottle of Coca-Cola with the top still on and inserted it into his 
anus and pulled it out, tearing his rectum. He bled to death. The 
villagers, village chief and police came, but they didn’t really pay 
attention and they considered the case to be death by robbery, not 
murder. 

If a woman is raped there are many people to help her and try to arrest 
the rapist, but for MSM being raped, no one cares. There are only 
people to scold them, laugh at them and consider it a normal thing. 
Ninety-nine percent of MSM have been raped in the villages by use of 
force and violence. It happens in every province in Cambodia. I still 
take risks to go there because I want to be happy. In the streets young 
adults threaten us to suck their penis, so we have to force ourselves to 
do it with tears falling down. 

Another man shared a similar account: 

When we go dancing in the village, many youngsters come and catch 
us. When I was 20 years old, about 10 males caught me and raped me 
in the field. When they came and took me, the villagers saw, but no 
one paid attention to this because they thought it was normal. They 
took me to the field, threatened me and wanted to beat me … They 

                                                 
169 Thong-bas dancing takes place in many villages at celebrations and festivals—Khmer New Year, 
Phchum Ben etc. It often involves lots of loud music, dancing and alcohol and is a popular social event 
with MSM. 
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forced me to eat ice cream [oral sex] and forced me to have anal sex. I 
did not dare file a complaint because I was so ashamed. 

Messages for Helpers and Supporters 

My ideas are to have a nice place of safety, private—so people outside 
can not see inside—with practical education in order to help boys 
protect themselves and to help them stop thinking about that issue.  

Have a programme for boys to meet and talk about their problems 
with a facilitator.  

We need to speak out to get better. 

Sponsorship for education. 

The staff working with boys need to have knowledge of psychology 
and pay attention to children … gentle staff who don’t insult or blame 
them … 

Provide physical healing and counselling related to sexual health and 
sexual exploitation and abuse. 

If you have a telephone hotline, a lot of people will call. 

Need to widely broadcast about boys’ abuse in order to let everyone 
know that it’s painful like girls’ abuse too. 

Provide them with accommodation and food. 

Allow boys to live with their parents, but have staff visit frequently to 
observe boys. 

There needs to be a centre for men, with counsellors to help with 
mental problems and discuss what to do. We also need help finding 
jobs to help us concentrate on rebuilding our lives.  

Help us make our parents understand and be able to accept us. We 
have made mistakes but we can change to be a good person so they 
will forgive us and accept us. If we have a job they will accept us 
happily. We want our community not to be angry with us. 

All staff who work with boys, whether they are men or women, need to 
have counselling skills and be gentle, kind and friendly. 

Voices 

Men need help too! 

Please see that boys are weak too because we also have minds and 
pain after we are sexually abused. 

Don’t gossip about boys, discriminate and look down on them. 

Government: Pay attention and protect boys. 

Don’t abuse boys or MSM any more! 
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Boys’ abuse is like girls’ abuse; it causes both physical and mental 
pain. Please do not think this kind of abuse is different from girls’. 

If girls are abused, they make a complaint, arrest the abuser and send 
him to jail, but if someone abuses MSM, no one files a complaint to 
have the abuser arrested. No one helps MSM, no one is surprised, and 
they consider it a normal thing. 

I want every body to know that boys and MSM are being abused; 
please help and rescue them like you help girls! 

To the public—mothers, helpers, NGOs and others—help crack down 
on the abusers and get rid of them. Report abuse to NGOs and the 
authorities. 

Abusers: Please don’t hurt boys. We are young; don’t destroy our 
future; go sleep with your wives! 

Boys: Please be brave—dare to report this to adults, parents, NGOs. 
Don’t hide this any more! 

Police, community, authorities: Believe the reports of victims. Go to 
training about this, be aware and understand these matters; then you 
will be capable of helping boys 

Whilst our study did not meet any male participants who had been sexually abused as 
children by women or girls, anecdotal accounts from some staff of NGOs suggest that 
this is not unknown and also very harmful. These accounts will be included in the part of 
the report sharing data from staff participants. It seems apparent that abuse by women 
does occur but is more hidden, less likely to be reported or detected and often not 
considered as abuse by either the victim or others. Several participants shared accounts 
of women buying sex from boys and young men, often the wives of high-ranking 
officials but also younger women—Cambodians and Japanese were mentioned. One high 
school student interviewed also stated that many of his fellow students, both male and 
female, are involved in selling and buying sex from each other. This suggests the need for 
further exploration of the patterns of sexual relationships within youth culture in 
Cambodia to explore the dynamics, perceptions and boundaries between consenting 
sexual relationships and those which are exploitative and abusive.  

Sexual Abuse in Prisons 
This study did not plan to investigate sexual abuse within prisons, which for a variety of 
logistical reasons was not possible. There are up to 500 children and young boys under 
the age of 18 currently in prisons in Cambodia. The official position is that sexual abuse 
does not happen. A common initiation ritual when boys and young men are taken to 
prison is to receive a beating from the gang controlling the cells of 30 to 60 prisoners. 
We also learned that it is common for males in the youth prison to be “strongly 
encouraged” to have plastic or glass implants sewn underneath the skin of their penis, or 
have their penis injected with hair oil or other oil-based substances to increase its size. If 
prisoners refuse, they may be beaten. We did not receive confirmation from any 
prisoners about the purpose of this. However, sources elsewhere suggest that these kinds 
of practices are used to increase the size of the penis and enhance sex. This suggests that 
sexual abuse and rape are very likely occurring, although not being reported.  
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Research globally indicates that sexual abuse and rape are common within prisons. In the 
USA juveniles incarcerated with adults are five times more likely to be victims of sexual 
assault than youth in juvenile facilities, while overcrowding and insufficient staffing are 
key contributors to increased vulnerability. Rates of HIV are five to 10 times as high 
inside prison as outside, making forced sex—where prevention methods are virtually 
non-existent—a deadly proposition.170 Prisoners contracting HIV within prisons in 
Cambodia often state that it is a result of sharing blades or toothbrushes. Prisoner rape 
victims are typically among the most vulnerable members of the prison population—
often young, non-violent first-time offenders who are small, weak, shy, gay or effeminate 
and inexperienced in the ways of prison life.171  

Other research suggests that a typical male prison rapist chooses a victim on the basis of 
“the weakness and the inability of the victim to defend himself”. Many prisoners consent 
to sexual acts to avoid violence, accepting long-term sexual enslavement in order to 
survive, and may be forced into servitude that includes prostitution arrangements with 
other male prisoners.172 The implications for the physical and mental health, well-being 
and human rights of incarcerated males of any age are considerable. There are high 
numbers of sexual offenders in Cambodian prisons and an urgent need for research and 
initiatives for the prevention of further abuse, as well as choices and appropriate support 
for victims.  

Additional Summary and Analysis of Emerging Themes 

It may prove useful later to compare responses and data in relation to boys with those of 
staff to identify areas of similarity or difference between experiences of the boys and 
perceptions of adults.  

The backgrounds, subsequent risk factors and acts perpetrated by abusers have already 
been discussed in some detail and may provide useful insight into the potential for 
prevention of abuse. Evidence from this study reveals that the sexual abuse and 
exploitation of boys are serious issues that potentially affect large numbers of boys. The 
idea that sexual abuse of boys is perpetrated primarily by foreigners and gay men is not 
substantiated, since our study reveals that heterosexual Cambodian men, as well as other 
children and young people, are also perpetrators. Foreign perpetrators receive more 
attention and are more visible than locals. Emerging issues and the words of boys also 
point the way towards issues that those planning work with male victims and survivors 
need to take into account. 

Genital Touching by Adults 
Many of the boys were familiar with the practice, and it seems that it is done by family 
members and sometimes neighbours, both male and female. Those who spoke of it 
considered that it was perhaps a “normal” way for adults to show affection to boys up to 
a certain age. However, the vast majority of boys expressed dislike, annoyance and anger, 
embarrassment and shame; most seem powerless to stop adults doing it. It is a very 
common occurrence, and appears to have become normalised as part of Cambodian 
culture.  

                                                 
170 Stop Prisoner Rape (2007) 

171 Human Rights Watch (2001) 

172 Man, C.D. and Cronan, J. P. (2002) 
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The team’s observation of media output during the course of the study noted two events 
in relation to this particular issue. In June 2007, researchers observed two programmes 
broadcast on Cambodian national TV in which boys on stage were exposed to jokes 
relating to their genitals for the purpose of entertainment. One involved the grabbing of 
two boys’ genitals on several occasions by an adult male performer,173 while another 
featured the show’s host pulling down a boy’s shorts to reveal his naked body, much to 
the shock and embarrassment of the boy and amusement of some members the studio 
audience.174  

The team reflected that prior to the research, they may not have noticed or considered 
such behaviour as anything other than normal, but listening to the participants’ views 
throughout the study led to a considerable increase of awareness. Some readers may 
interpret these comments as critical of Khmer culture, but it remains important to listen 
to what the boys are saying about this. 

Impacts and Effects 
It is clear that, whatever cultural views exist in relation to boys, their vulnerability and 
potential for being damaged or coping, sexual abuse has the potential to turn their lives 
completely upside down, profoundly affecting their physical and mental health, 
relationships and self-perceptions. No aspect of their lives, it seems, remains untouched. 
Because this study is retrospective rather than following the boys over time, we can only 
speculate as to the long-term impacts. However, comments by many and the 
contributions of older boys and men indicate that the effects are both profound and long 
lasting. Many spoke of the abuse having the capacity to “destroy their future”. 

Perhaps the most common and recurring theme, reported by the vast majority of 
participants, was intense shame, fear, embarrassment and loss of honour as a result of 
abuse. These led boys to hide, run away from home and in some cases consider suicide. 
Their despair is sometimes combined with anger—at the abuser, themselves and others. 
In many respects, anger is a more socially sanctioned expression than many other 
emotions the boys are struggling to come to terms with.   

Many reported being the subject of jokes relating to their sexuality and abuse, often 
implying that they were not in fact victims of abuse or exploitation, but willing and 
consenting partners. They remain silent, isolated and lonely—fearful of disclosing their 
encounters due to threats by the perpetrators, shame and fear of ridicule or punishment 
and being blamed by those closest to them. Their experiences appear to impact severely 
upon their perceptions and identity as males, confounding the expectations of both 
themselves and others. This is exacerbated by the fact that the predominant view of girls 
as “cotton” and boys as “gold”, therefore untainted by sexual experiences, informs the 
social scripts of both the boys and those around them. Despite the fact that many 
identified having pain like girls and women, these beliefs provide them with absolutely no 
protection or recognition for their anguish, resulting in the denial of their victim status, 
reinforcing their isolation.  

Many told of serious physical injuries, especially anal cuts and tears, having problems 
going to the toilet and passing blood when they did and/or stomach and abdomen pains 
and soreness of the genitals. Most of the boys were not able to ask for or receive medical 
care. Few perpetrators use condoms, the results of which could be life-threatening, and it 
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174 Dontrey Sroksre, Channel Bayon 
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is likely that their experiences may leave them with other serious long-term physical 
problems not evident at this stage. 

Another significant theme to emerge is that even if the physical wounds heal, the long-
term implications for mental health, confidence and self-esteem are very serious. Many 
talked of sleep problems, nightmares, difficulties eating and difficulty studying—the latter 
often explained as “day dreaming” and inability to concentrate, similar to that 
experienced by individuals with a diagnosis of dissociation, possibly related to PTSD.  

Confusion and Fear in Relation to Sex, Sexuality and Gender Identification 
Clearly for children in a society where heterosexual relationships are considered the 
norm, sexual abuse of boys by men is likely to create confusion and uncertainty in the 
minds of victims, and also in many of those around them. Some boys expressed fears of 
being or becoming gay, seeing their experiences as sexual acts with gay men rather than 
an adult abusing power in a sexual way. Others had been teased and ridiculed by others 
about their experiences, as if they were taking part in consenting relationships. One boy 
explained that he thought he was a girl and that’s why he was abused. 

In regard to the participants identifying as MSM, while many of them stated that they 
knew they were “different” from other boys at an early age, it is not known how many of 
them who were abused as boys link their abuse to sexual identity, although one 
participant did state that a friend of his changed his sexual orientation due to abuse. 
Further in-depth and specific research is needed in this area.  

Confusion and Guilt about Arousal 
For many of the boys, being abused was their first sexual experience of any kind. Many 
expressed confusion when they were stimulated, gained erections and were subsequently 
masturbated, or had oral sex performed, resulting in ejaculation. The boundaries between 
abuse and consent can be especially blurred for boys with little sexual knowledge, who 
are victims of grooming and are also responding physiologically. One boy remarked that 
he wasn’t sure if what happened was abuse or not because he enjoyed it; this is consistent 
with findings from other research in the field. 

Abused to Abuser?  
As described in the literature summary, the “cycle of abuse” theory receives support in 
the minds of many. Conversations about sexual abuse of boys, victims and survivors 
invariably include that debate. During the course of our research, we met two young men 
who identified themselves as abusers of other children and young people. While we were 
clear with staff of organisations that the study was being carried out in relation to victims 
and not perpetrators, it is interesting to note that they were suggested as participants. In 
both cases, the boys concerned stated that they had not been sexually abused themselves, 
one stating that he abused other children after reading pornographic materials.  

Two boys in the study stated that it was possible that boys may become abusers in the 
future, or it had been suggested by others. For one at least, there seemed to be a real 
confusion about sexual feelings and desire. His experiences of sexual desire had always 
taken place as a result of abuse; therefore he considered that feeling desire may result in 
abuse. It is clear that in this case, and probably many others, the boundaries between 
consenting and abusive relationships are blurred, suggesting the need for this to be 
addresses as a component of support.  

Specific local research initiatives in this field are urgently required to gain a greater 
understanding into the nature of existing perpetration, predisposing factors to abuse and, 
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importantly, the reasons that other boys do not go on to abuse others. Research with 
non-offending survivors globally is conspicuous by its absence. The responses to other 
questions of the survivors who took part in this study suggest that they are concerned 
with preventing abuse rather than repeating it.  

Family Responses 
The vast majority of the participants were too scared to tell their families about their 
abuse due to overwhelming shame and/or fear of being blamed and beaten, as they had 
already experienced in their lives. In most cases where a disclosure was made, it was due 
to the intervention of child protection staff from NGOs in Sihanoukville and Phnom 
Penh, who subsequently supported the boys and families throughout court proceedings. 
Many stated that they would have preferred staff not to tell their parents. Some boys 
talked of parents (usually mothers) being tearful, especially when they had accepted 
money from the boys given to them by the perpetrator, while for some, the fear of being 
beaten became reality. At least one boy said that his initial disclosure was not believed by 
his mother because she thought it was impossible for a man to have sex with a boy.  

One participant suggested that some boys’ parents are happy to accept money if their 
boys are abused. Another explained that his parents did not blame him for what 
happened; in his case, the perpetrator had developed a long-term relationship with his 
parents that involved the supply of “material goods”. It is not known if they were aware 
of the abuse at the time and turned a blind eye to it, or were supportive because they 
placed the responsibility elsewhere. 

For a variety of reasons, the research team did not interview any parents of boys. Future 
research is needed to gain a better understanding of the risk factors, signs of safety and 
needs of parents in relation to understanding abuse and supporting their children. 
Parents also lack awareness of the issues for boys and are affected by the same cultural 
values as the rest of the population. One staff member of a human rights NGO 
remembered one mother’s response to the abuse of her son: she was “relieved it wasn’t 
my daughter”, because that would have brought shame and dishonour to the family.  

There is every reason to believe that the cultural view of boys as not adversely affected in 
terms of reputation and honour by consenting sexual relationships also applies in the 
case of abusive relationships, given that abuse of boys itself is often considered or 
reframed as initiation or consenting sex. Notions of masculinity, portraying boys as 
invulnerable and self-reliant, undoubtedly also play a powerful role here, similar to other 
countries and cultures. Qualities often ascribed to one gender are usually denied the 
other—in this case, vulnerability and victim status. Interestingly, some boys commented 
on this, identifying and wanting to share messages with families and parents indicating 
that boys are also vulnerable and need protection—a clear challenge to predominant 
cultural views and expectations of males.  

Future initiatives will need to place importance on supporting both parents and children 
following disclosure, to develop awareness, understanding and the capacity to support all 
victims of sexual violence. Research elsewhere identifies support from families and 
significant others as playing a vital part in the recovery of survivors of rape and abuse, 
and that is also likely to be the case here.  

Social Responses 
Many of the boys expressed fear of others knowing about their experiences and shared 
accounts of being taunted, mocked and “looked down on” when their abuse became 
public knowledge. Some of the remarks were related to being seen as gay or focused on 
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the acts that others assumed they had committed voluntarily with the perpetrators. Other 
remarks suggest others see boys as “less than” boys and men; the language used to 
criticise them when they show vulnerability and tearful emotions is feminised.175  
Empathy, sympathy and understanding were generally absent, while it also appears that 
anonymity and confidentiality are very hard to achieve and maintain.  

While specific questions in relation to services such as the police and courts were not 
asked, some commented that the legal process is often frustrating because it takes so 
long, but also frightening. Some were worried about making mistakes in court, while 
others were fearful of facing the perpetrator in open court. Few boys commented on the 
behaviour of the police and judiciary, although one boy said that when he was questioned 
by the police, they spoke to him in a “normal” way and did not appear to think that he 
experienced any shame. It is clear that boys and perhaps all victims attending court may 
benefit from specific research to identify ways of improving that experience. Others 
expressed concern at having their photographs taken by members of the press when 
attending court.  

A majority of the participants were or had been in regular contact with some sort of 
service, although not specifically in relation to sexual abuse support. In Sihanoukville, the 
boys we met received help from NGOs throughout the court process and/or had 
contact with outreach teams or those at drop-in or day centres for street children. In 
Phnom Penh, the majority of boys had contact with similar court support services, 
and/or lived in centres or small group homes and settings described as foster care. It was 
difficult for boys to answer in detail specific questions relating to help already received, 
because in many places staff were sometimes present in the interviews, while others had 
never been asked before.  

In Sihanoukville, there are relatively few resources, and support is offered in most cases 
by one of two NGOs working closely in partnership. Detail and discussion in relation to 
their work is included in the following chapter. While specific data in relation to support 
provided were hard to gain, it was observed that generally the boys had healthy and 
trusting relationships with staff from both NGOs. Few boys commented in detail on 
specific support or counselling they had received after their abuse; this element is still 
very much being developed. It would be useful for future longitudinal studies to combine 
training, counselling and other interventions with ongoing supervision and evaluation to 
assess their effectiveness.  

In Phnom Penh, the sample of boys came from a wider variety of NGOs, some focusing 
on child protection and legal support, others on street or centre-based assistance for 
street-living children, with the remainder providing residential care and accommodation. 
Counselling services and support for this particular group were not provided in all 
settings, so relatively few were able to comment upon their usefulness or otherwise. Lack 
of safety and exposure to bullying and violence within some residential settings were 
remarked upon by several participants, as well as incidents of sexual abuse by other 
young people within care settings, and both must be viewed with serious concern. 

Most had either never had the opportunity to speak about their experiences or were 
never asked. While many recognised and indicated both the value and need of having 
someone to listen and help them understand, some also said that they were told not to 
talk about the events, to forget what had happened or not to think too much about them 
by staff. Unfortunately, it appeared that in at least one setting, some boys were also 

                                                 
175 “Kom sak gni” and “chnol”—terms that relate to female and cowardly animals. 
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fearful of talking to some carers and staff, because they were not confident that their 
rights to confidentiality would be respected. In some cases it appears that the boys’ 
confidentiality was breached and they felt that they had become the subject of gossip, 
with distressing consequences. Considering the emphasis that they placed on shame, this 
is most unfortunate and indicates that greater care and commitment by adults to 
confidentiality are required.  

Stated Needs  
The suggestions of participants in relation to their stated needs (and also what they don’t 
need), also reveal much about current experiences. On several occasions throughout the 
field research, the team noted the isolation and loneliness experienced by the boys. One 
researcher commented that there was a sense that the boys were “walking alone”, while 
another remarked on a feeling that no one was really that interested in this issue and that 
the boys were “hungry for help”. Ultimately, listening to the boys left the impression that 
their opinions, behaviours and needs were generally not understood. While many of their 
basic needs for shelter and food were met, most had received little or no meaningful 
emotional support.  

Many participants found it difficult to express what they needed, because they had never 
been asked before, particularly in relation to sexual abuse. Many of the responses 
therefore appeared to reflect the setting in which they already lived, particularly if that 
was a centre or group home, particularly in Phnom Penh. The questions were asked in a 
very open manner, and some responses indicated a desire to live peaceful and happy lives 
with family or friends focusing on their basic needs for shelter, food, warmth, friendship 
and education or work.  

Safety, confidentiality, privacy, respect, love and loving relationships emerged as crucial 
themes, whatever the ages of the boys and setting—family, foster care or centre. The 
need to be believed and have others ask about feelings, listen and understand without 
criticising or judging, was clearly expressed. Recognising that sexual abuse of boys occurs 
and is harmful and that boys are also vulnerable and experience pain, great shame and 
loss of honour and require protection, was stressed. The need to be accepted and be 
treated like normal people is also clear. Some of the older participants who had received 
more education were able to expand on their ideas, identifying that staff need to be 
knowledgeable about counselling, psychology and sexual abuse of boys. Many 
participants simply asked that they have the chance to live “normal” lives free of abuse, 
to laugh and have fun with friends. 

Importantly, comments by boys in relation to what they don’t want perhaps shed some 
light on their current or past experiences of care within families and institutions. A 
significant number of participants said that they needed peaceful and calm places to live 
that were free of “chaos’’, violence and bullying. Many experiencing care and support in 
group settings identified the need for staff not to use harsh words or violence to threaten 
children, and for staff not to gossip, discriminate or break confidentiality.  

The data also suggest that there are significantly high numbers of abused young and adult 
men who are currently living beyond the reach of services for children. None of the older 
boys and young men had received either recognition of their abuse or meaningful 
support. Their lives continue to be dominated by their experiences, and future plans for 
services must not ignore their needs. It is likely that there are generations of men in 
Cambodia who have experienced sexual abuse as boys, and the implications of this are 
far reaching. One researcher commented: “There is a sense that they are still occupied by 
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their experiences”. It is clear that services for males will have to have a long-term 
component. There are no quick fixes. 

The Perpetrators  
While many of the boys were abused by foreigners, the study also found that sexual 
abuse by other children, young people and adult Cambodians is a significant problem. 
Similar to findings of global research, the vast majority of abusers were known to the 
victims. Family members, relatives, neighbours and known adults in positions of trust 
and authority were invariably responsible. It appears, at least on the basis of this small-
scale study, that many of the Cambodian adult male abusers were heterosexual men, with 
wives and families of their own. The view that perpetrators against Cambodian boys are 
predominantly foreign (western) “paedophiles” and/or gay men is therefore not 
supported by the data. Perhaps the nature of same-sex abuse leads us to make 
assumptions as we seek to find answers and understand it. Clearly there is a need for 
more research in this area to further inform this debate.  

One difference between the behaviour of western and local Khmer perpetrators that 
emerges in this study is that the abuse by foreigners often takes place in the company of 
other boys, while our data suggest that boys are often abused by Cambodians in isolation. 
While the sample was too small for the findings to be significant, this also indicates the 
need for future research with perpetrators, whether adults, children or young people, 
male or female, Cambodian or foreign. The growing body of knowledge may then enable 
future generations of boys to receive adequate protection and support.  

Child Sexual Abuse and the Rape of Adult Men 
The interviews with men identifying as MSM also provided valuable insight into the 
abuse of boys, particularly in community settings. However, an unexpected finding was 
evidence that many adult MSM, particularly “long hair”, are also victims of brutal and 
violent sexual assaults and rape in a variety of settings. The evidence indicates that groups 
of men, identified as heterosexual, take part in gang rapes of MSM, similar to scenarios of 
female sex workers, previously well documented and identified as bauk. Several other 
anecdotal accounts were shared by participants, including the sexual abuse of one young 
man by soldiers.  

The limited information available indicates the need for more research but also the 
raising of awareness and development of services for this specific group of boys and 
men. One participant—a peer educator working with MSM, familiar with this problem—
described how anger, hatred and aggression, possibly fuelled by alcohol, are a feature of 
these attacks. He stated, “They despise us—that’s why they do it”. This must be viewed 
with great concern and all efforts made to protect the rights of all men and boys in future 
service proposals. 

One question that remained unanswered after discovering the experiences of MSM is 
why the organisations working with MSM have so far largely failed to publicise the issue 
of sexual abuse. It could be that their experiences are normalised in a climate where 
discrimination is the norm. One researcher, after interviewing MSM, reflected that their 
self-esteem was so low that it appeared that they accepted abuse as a normal and 
inevitable part of their lives. However, this does not explain the silence of those 
supporting and acting as their advocates.  
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How Do Boys and Young Men in Cambodia Compare with Boys 
Elsewhere? 
Attempts were made to identify and contact projects providing services to male survivors 
of sexual abuse in other countries in the region. Enquiries and searches were conducted 
regarding Thailand, Laos and Vietnam, with little or no response. It appears that few 
services exist and recognition is low. However, a project in Hong Kong working with 
adult male survivors of child sexual abuse and several specialist organisations in the UK, 
contacted via the Survivors Trust,176responded to our call for assistance. We wanted to 
explore some of the important similarities and differences between males in different 
contexts, identifying contemporary and useful ideas in relation to services and support. 
In some cases, staff responded based on their experiences, while in others, survivors’ 
group members also contributed.  

A brief summary of the most common themes is presented in the tables below and 
compared with those of the boys in our study. They may be expressed differently, but 
many similarities exist. 

 

 

                                                 
176 A coalition of hundreds of organisations working with male and female survivors of sexual abuse and 
rape, based in the UK. Details can be found in the bibliography. 
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PROBLEMS OF OLDER BOYS AND YOUNG MEN 

HONG KONG CAMBODIA  UK 

Unable to build and 
maintain close and intimate 
relationships 

Sexual relationships in 
marriage 

Low confidence 

Confusion relating to 
sexuality 

Shame,  fear of others 
knowing & being mocked  
and accused of being gay or 
sleeping with barang 
Continued drug use to 
escape from feelings 

Powerful and lingering 
feelings of sadness 

Fear of others knowing 
and/or thinking they are 
gay  

Low self-esteem 

Drugs and alcohol 

Risk-taking behaviour 

Confusion about sexual and 
gender identity 

MOST COMMON PROBLEMS FOR BOYS 

HONG KONG CAMBODIA UK 

Being overwhelmed by 
shamefulness 

Feeling vulnerable when  
telling others 

Difficulties handling strong 
emotions such as anger, 
fear, guilt and helplessness  

Anxiety, emotional 
numbing, depression and 
low self-confidence 

Trouble getting in touch 
with own emotions 

Unable to build and 
maintain trust and close 
relationships 

Indulging in sex to get 
feelings of comfort, love, 
safety and excitement.  

Confusion—sexual abuse, 
sexual relationships and 
body experiences 

 

 

Overpowering  sense of 
shame &  loss of honour   

Fear of others knowing 
about them 

Anger with the abuser, 
themselves and others 

Serious anal and genital 
injuries 

Guilt and self-blame for 
allowing it to happen 

Feeling isolated & alone 

Fear of telling, due to 
retribution by the abuser or 
punishment by parents 

Lack of confidence & low 
self-esteem 

Hard to talk about it 

Difficulties concentrating, 
particularly in studies 

Being vulnerable to further 
abuse  

Confusion about sexual 
feelings & sexual identity  

Feeling that no one cares 
because it doesn’t happen to 
boys 

 

Feeling ashamed, mixed up 
and dirty  

Withdrawn, because they 
can’t express how they feel 

Anger and aggression  

Isolation, low self-esteem 

Guilt and self-blame 

Mental health problems 

Hard to share with friends, 
afraid they will be made fun 
of 

Confusion about sexuality 
and why they were chosen 

Difficult to trust adults 
again 

Problems with drugs and 
alcohol 

Vulnerable to other abuse  

Being robbed of 
masculinity, can’t or 
shouldn’t cry—hard to 
express emotions.  
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Continued difficulties with 
strong emotions such as 
anger, fear, guilt and shame 

Depression and other 
mental health problems 

 

 

 

Being angry with self and 
others  

Low self-esteem  and 
suicidal thoughts 

Emotional and physical 
pain 

Continued confusion about 
sex & sexuality, gender 
identity, consent and abuse, 
safety and vulnerability 

Expectations of  being a 
man or boy  

Problems with eating and 
sleeping 

Being more vulnerable to 
continued sexual 
exploitation and abuse 

Anger management  

Sexual problems and 
addictions 

Relationship problems 

Criminal behaviour  

Longer term mental health 
problems 

Longer term physical health 
problems 

 

WHAT MALE SURVIVORS SAY THEY WANT FROM HELPERS, 
SUPPORTERS AND SERVICES 

HONG KONG CAMBODIA  UK 

Safety and  acceptance  

Confidentiality  

Someone to trust and listen 

Easy access to services 
without others knowing 

Not to judge what we say 

Accept the boy as a whole  

Counselling and therapy 

Confidential street-based 
counselling and life skills 

Help to deal with fear 

Education, because some 
boys may not realise that 
what happened is abuse 

Disseminate information 
about the issue/service 
widely 

Use media to talk about 
prevention and helping 
victims 

Safety  

Confidentiality 

Empathy 

Not to be judged or blamed 

To be believed  

To be loved  

Staff not to use harsh words 
or violence 

Protection from abuse 

Staff to have skills in 
psychology and counselling 

Encouragement 

Trust  

Help with education and 
finding jobs 

Activities and sports  

A calm, safe place to stay, 
free of violence and 
bullying 

Safety & security  

Confidentiality 

Compassion & empathy 

Anonymity 

To be believed, listened to 
and not condemned for 
their actions before they 
seek help 

Not to be judged 

Highlight acceptance and 
hope 

A friendly welcome from all 
staff  

Trust & trusting 
relationships 

Professionals and others to 
be aware, approachable and 
well trained 

Choices 

Want to feel less isolated 
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Helpline and online services 
for those who dare not see 
a counsellor in person 

Practical assistance 

Involve survivors who have 
recovered to share their 
experiences 

A place to feel relaxed 
which helps me express 
myself without limitation 

Medical and nutritional help 
and guidelines 

More documentation of 
people’s experiences to 
break the silence 

 

Parents and staff to be 
patient and gentle 

Respect for our rights 

Someone to ask about our 
feelings and listen 

Broadcast widely about this 
problem 

Friends, fun and laughter 

Help with our health 

Groups with a facilitator 

 

Boys need to feel that they 
are not alone and that their 
fears and experiences are 
going to be taken seriously 

Community styles are best 
rather than traditional 
health settings 

Drop-in services 

Not to be passed on all the 
time to other services 

Services available when they 
are needed—in a crisis 

Help us have a greater 
sense of self worth 

Services that promote 
independence and personal 
empowerment 

Support groups to reduce 
isolation 

 

Some of the similarities between the groups are striking. The respondents were also 
asked about what methods or models of counselling are effective with male survivors. 
Most from the UK said that “person- or client-centred” methods were most effective; 
others highlighted the importance of keeping an open mind and being eclectic and 
flexible according to the needs of the child or young person. Art and play therapy were 
identified as very effective with children and young people. Also stressed was the 
importance of being encouraging throughout the process, as well as having sensitivity to 
the worker-client relationship, including gender issues. The survivors’ group in Hong 
Kong identified the need to tell the story and create new meanings for their experiences. 

Participants were also asked to comment on the role that families may be able to play in 
helping boys and young men recover from sexual abuse and exploitation. The majority of 
respondents from the UK identified involvement of (non-offending) family members as 
either essential or very important, because it can help boys feel supported, leading to 
more positive outcomes. One experienced practitioner commented, “Those boys who 
have at least one supportive family member seem to progress more quickly”. Others 
identified that it was essential to support families too, accepting their perspectives and 
helping them deal with potential feelings of guilt or denial. It was suggested that a 
different worker or counsellor should work with the family to preserve the relationship 
of trust and confidentiality with the child and that groups for parents might be helpful. 
One note of caution: families can be a very useful source of support but also quite 
damaging if they deny abuse or are unable to provide support.  

It therefore seems crucial to assess carefully the potential of family members to offer 
support, rather than assume that it is present, and help them develop that capacity where 
possible.  
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The Hong Kong survivors’ group also believed that the family can play a very important 
role in recovery. One participant commented, “Sometimes, just listening from the family 
can be enough”. Another remarked that “the involvement of someone trustworthy in the 
family is very helpful”. The group also identified the importance of offering the family 
support and practical help in relation to prevention and the aftermath of abuse. Another 
participant said, “The role of families is very important … Hong Kong is a city 99 
percent Chinese; we seldom discuss sex or sexual abuse … Most of the time their parents 
or other adults became panicked in front of them because they don’t know how to deal 
with it.” 

Recent western research, to be discussed later, identifies the importance and benefits of 
support from families and significant others in risk and harm reduction, the increasing of 
self-value and resilience, in relation to sexual abuse,177 while reduction of relapse and 
stress in relation to female rape victims have also been noted.178 Others have suggested 
that when helping Asian trauma survivors, involvement of families can have beneficial 
effects, including the minimisation of shame.179 It is clear that in the context explored in 
this research, many of the boy’s fears, hopes and concerns are inextricably linked to 
notions of family, honour and acceptance in the wider community. This suggests that 
potential interventions need to be targeted at a range of beneficiaries and would clearly 
benefit from further and continued exploration and evaluation.   

Ultimately, in settings elsewhere, evidence shows that families and significant others are 
often caught up in the “ripples” created by the abuse and therefore also need help. While 
this may be an obvious point, it is also important to note that, in the experience of this 
consultant at least, recognition of their needs does not always result in support being 
made available.  

                                                 
177 Bentovim, A. (2002) 

178 Emm, D. and McKenry, P.C. (1988) 

179 Tummala – Narra, P. (2001) 
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CHAPTER FOUR: PRESENTATION OF DATA 
FROM STAFF 
There were three field sites, and data from each will be presented below. The purpose of 
this triangulation is to identify any specific differences and similarities in relation to staff 
and NGOs. These might prove a useful indicator of need when planning support, 
development and capacity-building initiatives. Several focus group discussions were also 
carried out in Phnom Penh with groups and teams of staff with varying levels of 
responsibility and contact with children.  

In total, the views of more than 100 individuals were sought in the three sites, as well as a 
further 50 in focus group settings. The team was interested in exploring the attitudes, 
opinions and underlying influences on the behaviour of the adults charged with the care 
of boys, and from where they emerge. We wanted to find out what sort of recognition 
there was of the problem, and also what levels of support boys could expect to find, 
within a range of settings.  We hoped that the research would draw out the similarities 
and differences in perceptions between staff and boys and also identify support, training 
and resource needs of staff and NGOs. An important feature was that all participants 
took part voluntarily and were assured that their identities would remain confidential. We 
hoped that this would enable participants to talk openly and honestly, leading to a deeper 
understanding.  

The specific subject areas covered in interviews can be explored in Appendix 5.  Similar 
to the boys’ data, responses will be presented in relation to specific themes, illustrated 
where appropriate by quotes from individuals. Ongoing analysis and summaries are 
provided.  

Data from Sihanoukville 
There are relatively few NGOs working in Sihanoukville, so the research team spent 10 
days in meetings, interviews and observations with staff of two organisations supporting 
boys. One provides a range of social, welfare, child protection and educational services to 
children living in communities and those living or spending time on the streets. The team 
interviewed eight staff in total: two teachers, a social worker, a counsellor, a project 
coordinator, a child protection team leader, an outreach team leader and the director of 
that NGO.  

In addition, five individual interviews were carried out with staff from an NGO 
providing child protection and legal support. These were the coordinator, a social 
worker, counsellor, investigations coordinator and lawyer. In addition, two group 
meetings were held with investigators. In total, 25 staff had the opportunity to share their 
experiences, knowledge and opinions. It was observed that the relationship between the 
two organisations was very close and that their work was well coordinated; cooperation 
and mutual support were high, which had clear benefits for all concerned.  

The field research resulted in huge amounts of data being produced. Presented below is a 
summary of the key themes to emerge. The most common responses are given first. 

Awareness of Sexual Abuse of Boys 

We learned that because of the high profile of sexual abuse of children by foreigners, 
many staff had reasonable to high levels of awareness of the problem for boys. The lack 
of prosecutions (and therefore visibility) of Cambodian perpetrators did leave some with 
the impression that abuse of boys by Khmers was either rare or non-existent, indicating 
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the need for further research and awareness raising. Some of the responses illustrating 
these points can be examined below: 

It’s a big problem for boys and girls, foreigners and Khmers, possibly 
women too but less likely. The abusers of boys can be married men 
and those with children too. 

Foreigners mostly … never have Khmer abusers. 

Seems to be mostly foreigners here … very well organised networks … 
Cambodians seem to abuse girls; most Cambodians don’t know about 
male-male sex. 

Mostly heard about foreigners, never heard about Khmer abusers … I 
have awareness through working here, but most Cambodians don’t 
think it’s a problem and do not care so much for boys … If a boy is 
raped, it’s seen as normal. 

Poor families and street-living children. Boys with better living 
conditions are not abused. 

It’s a huge problem here … Cambodian law is not good at protecting 
boys. The new visa laws in Thailand mean that a lot of sex tourists are 
moving here … The majority of perpetrators that we are aware of are 
foreign … Most boys are abused with others; pornography is involved 
and they make them abuse other boys. 

Attitudes to the Touching of Boys’ Genitals 

All respondents were aware of this practice, identifying it as a “habit” or “cultural 
practice” that is difficult to challenge or change. Feelings about the potential harm, for 
some, appeared to be related to the nationality or identity of the person doing it, or the 
individual perception and response of the boy. It appears that this practice is mainly 
considered to be a genuine and gender-specific way of showing affection. We know from 
our data that boys also generally consider it to be “normal”, but most also dislike it and 
find it humiliating. However, the range of responses here, illustrates that there is no 
consensus: 

It’s a habit—OK for Khmer but not foreigners. As a way showing 
affection in the family, it’s OK. 

It affects their feelings. If it’s a stranger and the boy gets angry, then it 
is abuse … If boys don’t mind, it’s not abuse. It’s abuse if the boys cry. 

It makes boys feel really angry. They are shy and hate it; they feel 
insulted and walk away. I know from my own experience … they feel 
humiliated 

Before working here I thought it was OK … to show love … normal for 
Khmer society, but now I don’t feel comfortable with it. It’s hard to tell 
people not to do it because Cambodian’s don’t like to say what they 
feel. 

Most Khmer don’t think it is abuse. It’s to comfort and show affection, 
but the child can’t differentiate. It blurs the boundaries—doesn’t teach 
children about OK and not OK touching and safe and unsafe. People 
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who are abusing are essentially doing [to the boys] what many people 
have done all their lives. 

Tradition is difficult to change. 

Awareness of Problems and Impacts Related to Abuse of Boys 

Some of the staff of both NGOs appeared to have quite high levels of awareness of the 
problems, based on experiences of working with, observing and listening to the boys. 
They were able to provide numerous and detailed accounts of physical, psychological, 
social and behavioural problems following abuse, similar to the data provided by boys. 
This is related in part to existing training and awareness-raising but also sharing of 
experiences among and between team members of the two organisations. Less 
experienced staff were less clear, indicating some important support and development 
needs that are identified below.  

The need for boys to hide their pain emerged as a significant theme. This was related to 
shame, but linked by some participants specifically to notions of male identity, 
masculinity and cultural expectations and their influence on behaviour, particularly in 
relation to seeking help. These selected remarks provide valuable insight and expand our 
understanding of how many boys respond, also providing clues as to potential future 
training and awareness content for community, staff and interventions with boys.  

Sometimes the boys cover up with humour, laughing and joking to 
hide their true feelings. There is a lack of trust in adults, so they act as 
if they don’t care about anything. There can also be a lack of self-care, 
and they say that what happened to them is just “normal”. 

Boys act tough to cover up and must not complain but “be a man” … 
People accuse him of being lazy if he is ill or has problems.  

It’s not easy for boys to ask for help at all, especially in the 
countryside. They think you complain too much or that you are weak 
if you ask for help. 

Boys are seen as a lot tougher, not seen as victims, and are left to fend 
for themselves. 

One participant explained that many boys’ experiences lead them into a spiral of 
vulnerability and isolation, fuelled by discrimination, leading to marginalisation, with little 
or no obvious way out. These comments indicate that future interventions need to be 
targeted in a number of areas, not just focused on boys but helping others to see beyond 
the image of boys who are regarded not as victims but as a “problem”: 

The first time it happens, they blame themselves. Their self-esteem is 
already low, but this drives it lower … They totally devalue themselves 
and experience shock and self-blame. It often occurs in a group … 
Others may lead them to it, and soon it becomes considered “normal”. 
When other children and families find out, they feel even more 
degraded … It becomes worse: they get teased, laughed at, so the boys 
who sleep with a foreigner cling to each other more and become even 
more marginalised and isolated within the street community … They 
are not seen as victims by the authorities but as active sex workers, 
and their experiences re-traumatise them and make them feel even 
lower. They feel more vulnerable and think that abuse is less 
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destructive in some ways, less traumatic, and they normalise it more. 
They are not seen as human beings by others. Their self-value is often 
so low that their only form of acceptance is to be with other boys in a 
similar situation. 

Other significant responses from staff indicate that the boys’ experiences can lead them 
to sniff solvents and glue or increase existing use, as they seek to escape and numb 
themselves. Injuries and pain to the anus and genitals are commonly reported by 
children. Several staff commented that family members often struggle with a range of 
problems that may influence boys’ vulnerability, such as domestic violence, poverty, 
alcohol misuse and their own mental health problems (previously identified in the boy’s 
data). 

Many families in the aftermath of abuse have difficulties that need addressing; some find 
it hard to believe it is possible for boys to be abused at all, or assume that it is not 
serious. We know from the boys’ stories that some parents are distressed but find it hard 
to know what to do to help. Some may be aware but turn a blind eye, especially if they 
are receiving money from their sons. Some poor families are also targeted by abusers 
who adopt a “godfather” role towards the family, providing material benefits or repairing 
the roof for example, in order to obtain access to children. One participant observed that 
foreigners are often seen as “gods” by local people; they have power, wealth, money, 
status and influence—everything that many parents do not.  

We did not hear of the abusers targeting middle-class, educated or relatively prosperous 
families and children, which is not to say it doesn’t happen, but this is no coincidence. 
Many of the parents were also children during the Pol Pot regime and may be dealing 
with or suppressing their own trauma and may not have experiences of positive parenting 
or receiving support and empathy for their own problems. It is no surprise therefore that 
many may struggle to provide support to their children.  

Challenges and Difficulties of Working with Sexually Abused Boys 

We wanted to find out about successful interventions and also what they considered to 
be the obstacles to working effectively with boys; this informs our understanding but 
possibly identifies indirectly some key issues for developing approaches and training. The 
emerging data suggest that many difficulties are directly related to shame, street lifestyle, 
sexual abuse dynamics and impacts, masculinity issues and levels of community and 
family support. 

Stigma and shame prevents boys from asking for help. 

They are afraid their friends will laugh and their parents will beat 
them. 

Street-living culture makes it hard to get them to take up services, and 
you can’t plan a meeting with street children! 

Boys are not seen as victims—left to fend for themselves. 

Family cooperation and understanding of the seriousness of abuse of 
boys can be limited. 

Hard to see how it has affected them due to masculinity issues—lots 
of joking and bravado. 

Boys see themselves as invincible. 
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Harder to work with boys in many ways—some see themselves as 
invulnerable; others use drugs, which makes cooperation hard. 

Some see sexual abuse as normal because they get sexual satisfaction 
and/or money. 

Grooming behaviours confuse the boys. 

Other responses suggested uncertainty and a perceived lack of skills and confidence with 
boys that also make it hard for staff to connect with them. This may lead to the 
development of what may be called “deficit models”, in which their behaviour may be 
interpreted as anti-social, difficult or challenging rather than a common response to 
traumatic events. As has been identified in the literature review, boys often externalise 
their feelings, contradicting previous expectations and stereotypes of victims (usually 
female) as meek and vulnerable. This is not to suggest that staff are not committed, for in 
most cases the opposite is clearly true, but merely recognition that this is a very difficult 
job. These discussions also led to staff being able to assess and identify important 
training and development needs. 

Working with groups of children, and boys in particular, can be rewarding but also very 
challenging and frustrating. Some participants appeared to find it very difficult, 
sometimes identifying a need for more staff and/or resources. One of the most common 
responses was to compare boys with girls, and boys often suffer in comparison. Some 
participants complained that boys don’t listen to advice, would not do as they were told, 
and are “not quiet” like girls. Some female staff in particular felt that boys don’t listen to 
them because they are women. Others explained that boys are too aggressive and that 
staff don’t know what to do in those circumstances. This indicates the need for the 
development of specialist skills for all staff, but female staff may benefit from additional 
training and support initiatives to increase their confidence and ease concerns. 

Other participants observed that older boys sometimes get less attention than younger 
ones, which may be an indication that younger boys are easier to relate to. Either way, if 
it results in some older boys being marginalised, it suggests the need for strategies to 
engage all boys. Some participants felt that it takes longer to build relationships of trust 
with boys and that boys don’t talk. This was frustrating for some because they were not 
able to analyse this in terms of the boy’s difficulties and felt as if they were lacking or 
failing in their work. One staff member commented on this, and we observed that her 
frustration might lead to a blurring of the boundaries of confidentiality, which we know 
from boys themselves is one of their major concerns:  

Working with boys and girls is different. Boys sometimes don’t tell the 
truth, and it takes time to get deeper. Only two weeks into the 
relationship, girls talk, but boys are shy and don’t want to speak out, 
so we ask for the information from their friends. 

It is clear that this work is stressful and demanding, and the potential is high for staff to 
feel isolated and inadequate. There is a clear need for the continued development of 
knowledge and specialist skills for working with boys, supported by intensive 
supervision.  

Boys, Virginity and Honour 

One of the themes that emerged in discussions with a significant number of participants 
was “virginity and honour”. It appears that, for the vast majority of people in Cambodia, 
notions of virginity apply exclusively to females, incorporating as they do ideas of purity 

“I thought it could never happen to boys” 134



and intactness related to the vagina. This relationship, encapsulated in the proverb 
relating to “gold and cotton”, also appears to deny males the victim status and loss of 
honour previously identified by them as hugely significant.  

The notion that boys are abused is very hard for many to grasp. Discussions about sex 
and honour with males are usually restricted to consenting relationships, where males are 
not judged in those terms. The double standards applied in relation to consenting sexual 
behaviour works against them when they are victims of abuse. For many, there is 
nowhere to place this argument, no visible context or explanatory framework. The only 
choice is to try to make it fit with what is already known about sexual abuse and violence, 
and it doesn’t make sense to many people. 

This denial of victim status to males has been described elsewhere as the “feminisation of 
victimisation” but perhaps could be described in Cambodia more accurately as the 
“feminisation of victimisation, shame and honour”. It is rare that males are considered in 
these terms, and this would appear to present a major stumbling block to raising 
awareness and providing meaningful support for male victims and survivors. As a result, 
although many staff are aware of the distress and impact of sexual abuse on boys, a 
significant number also reduced its seriousness when considering it in terms of the male-
female abuse-honour paradigm. 

The comments below represent the views of some staff and indicate how this cultural 
belief can deny or at least reduce empathy for boys. Alongside masculinity and notions of 
strength, self-reliance, invulnerability and manhood, the common view that sex for males 
cannot be abusive provides a powerful barrier to understanding and suggests a starting 
point for changing attitudes and behaviour. In essence, a number of participants were 
unable or reluctant to accept that abuse of boys is always serious. 

Boys have no virginity. It’s shameful if the neighbours know, but not 
so serious. It’s worse for girls. Boys who are abused a lot can become 
normal and then there will be no effects.  

It takes boys a long time to tell. In the last regime there was no abuse 
of boys … There is some pain but no virginity issue; they can still 
marry. 

Abuse of girls is more serious; they have honour and virginity. It’s 
normal for boys to have sex before marriage. 

Many of these opinions are contradicted by the reality, found in the responses of victims 
and survivors earlier in the report, but demonstrate the influence of cultural beliefs on 
contemporary thinking and behaviour.  

One participant provided a variation upon the theme of “gold and cotton”, further 
illustrating the strength of cultural beliefs in relation to males, strength and vulnerability: 

I have gained awareness through working here, but many Cambodians 
don’t think it’s a problem. They believe that boys are like the rice 
before it is threshed—if it falls into the water it can still grow. Girls are 
considered like the white rice—if you drop it, it will die. So 
Cambodians do not care so much if the boy has a problem. 

Comments on Social Responses 

Some respondents were critical of the attitude to and treatment of boys by some local 
authority staff, identifying discriminatory practices. It is clear that future training and 
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development will require the attendance of staff from a wide range of services, working 
together to develop inclusive and sensitive services. 

There is often poor practice from the police, and the boys are blamed. 
There is no will to process cases, and sometimes they will not let social 
workers sit in on the interviews with the child. 

Medical examiners at hospital refuse to examine boys. They say they 
don’t know how to, as girls are raped but not boys, because they have 
no vagina. Boys have injuries but they refuse to help. It’s an injustice: 
they are victims but get no help! 

Court processes are long, and often we do not get a good result—it’s 
very frustrating. 

The legal system is completely flawed: recurring victims are blamed, 
police are not sympathetic … Many forms of abuse are not even seen 
as abuse: a man performing oral sex on a  boy, leading to ejaculation, 
is seen as abuse, but without ejaculation—not abuse.180

Boys are seen as dirty and teased and joked about. They are seen not 
as victims but as troublemakers. I remember one court official who 
came to interview a boy … He walked into the room and said, “You 
stink!” The boy just got up and left 

What Works and Will Help Boys? 

Staff shared what they considered to be the most useful and successful initiatives, 
strategies, ideas and approaches in their work with boys. One interesting point to emerge 
is the need for a wide-ranging and holistic approach but also the similarities between 
what many boys identified as their needs and staff responses. Key themes are safety, 
acceptance and flexibility. 

Twenty-four-hour drop-in services that are always open, non-
judgmental and safe. Children must never feel unwelcome. 

Somewhere safe where children can get a meal, have showers and be 
safe from immediate and further sexual abuse. 

Staff need to be patient and show love, affection, care and 
encouragement to the boys. 

Most people around the boys blame them. It’s important to let them 
know you value them and know it’s not their fault. 

                                                 
180 The notion of ejaculation equating with abuse (and therefore lack of ejaculation not being abuse) is not 
an uncommon response. Several staff in another site indicated that ejaculation determined whether they 
considered an act to be abusive or not. The team also noted that it is not uncommon for press reports to 
refer to the rape of women as “successful or unsuccessful”; this often appears to be dependent upon 
ejaculation. This suggests that some consider “successful” sex (and therefore sexual offences) from a 
particularly male perspective, where sex always ends in ejaculation and satisfaction of the male. The 
absence of ejaculation appears to critically influence the attitudes and behaviour of many towards male 
victims and warrants further exploration and inclusion in training. For boys who have clearly been abused 
and experience fear, shame and confusion, the denial of their abuse and their rights has significant 
consequences.  
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Not to be judgmental—the key is to understand the situation the boys 
are in. Staff are in a very powerful position; their words are very 
powerful. 

Close coordination of services that are child-centred and sensitive to 
the issue. 

Building of trusting relationships is crucial. 

If you want to help boys, don’t blame them but help them understand 
it’s not their fault. That will help them release their pain and feelings. 

Recognise that children have many other problems that they need help 
with; sexual abuse is just one of them. 

Flexibility is vitally important. Avoid an all-or-nothing approach—the 
thought of having to commit to something straight away is a barrier 
for many. 

Be accessible and offer choices. 

Many boys worry about their families, so work with families can help 
them to solve their problems. 

Working with families and children to promote safety and prevention 
is vital. 

Time away from the street to spend with a social worker. 

Having a named social worker helps, someone the boy can relate to. 

Have a personal plan for each child, coordinating education, outreach 
and drop-in services … with personal goals. Focus on strengths, 
achievements and empowerment. 

Need a drop-in service providing activities and games. 

Understanding from communities and family through raised 
awareness. 

Counsellors and staff need to understand and not blame boys. The 
quality of the staff around the boys is very important, and they must 
keep confidentiality.  

Working with parents is very important as well as counselling for boys.  

We need to help boys speak … They have problems but they do not 
tell anyone about it … for example, blood in the urine … You must 
build trust … if you have that, the boys will tell you what they need. 

The boy’s friends are very important. You need to build relationships 
of trust with boys and their friends, identify their needs and likes and 
focus on that. Activities and games are useful because sometimes they 
tell you about their abuse in different ways. 

One outreach worker shared his recipe for building trusting relationships with boys: 
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It is difficult … but if you want to get boys involved, spend time with 
them where they live and where they spend their time … Explain what 
you do, but leave the choice up to them … Do not disturb what they 
do, and show them respect … Treat them as equals … Many street 
children are afraid of adults … And don’t make promises that you 
can’t keep. 

The Needs of Staff 

It is clear that, in Sihanoukville, despite limited resources, the two NGOs and staff who 
were interviewed are achieving a great deal, which is testament to their professionalism 
and cooperation, often under challenging circumstances. Their knowledge is based on 
some training, but their capacity to feed the lessons from their work back into practice is 
evident and clearly benefiting all concerned. We asked what their needs were in relation 
to their work. The responses were wide ranging, thoughtful and impressive, generally 
falling under one of four categories: sexual abuse of boys, working with children and 
boys, developing work with families and communities and collaboration with others.  

A brief summary of the expressed training requirements is given below. Data from all 
field sites will be collated and used to inform the development of further courses by SSC, 
but will also be of use to others in identifying steps that need to be taken prior to and 
after the development of services.  

Sexual abuse: emotional impacts and honour; helping and understanding boys; healing 
boys and girls who have been abused; how abusers work; exploring sexual abuse in the 
wider context (risk factors such as poverty etc.); basic training in relation to therapy and 
counselling skills; what works and doesn’t work with boys; methods and resources for 
working with male survivors. Many of the staff also identified the need for more regular 
individual supervision and support to inform their work.  

Working with children and boys: communicating and working with boys; working 
with anger and aggression; child-friendly approaches and resources; emotional needs of 
children and child development; understanding boys’ feelings and attitudes; methods that 
bring success; how to talk to boys and girls; general social work skills; resources for 
working with boys—games and activities; drug misuse and health problems. 

Families and community: help talking to families and communities about sexual abuse 
issues; domestic violence and alcohol misuse in families; income generation for families; 
helping others outside understand our work. 

Collaboration with others: helping hospital staff work with boys more effectively; 
police—helping them interview children about sexual abuse; increasing awareness of 
government and local authorities; working together to ensure children are protected and 
abusers arrested.  

This work is both tiring and very stressful. One participant stated that staff feel as if they 
have failed if a boy is abused; another remarked, “It’s very difficult for staff, destructive 
and draining”. Workers in this field in many other countries also report feelings of 
isolation, alienation and despair often linked to the nature of abuse, lack of awareness of 
the issue and inadequate training, support and supervision. In many respects, Cambodian 
social workers and other supporters are no different. They also require access to special 
knowledge and support. Adequate time for reflection is not an optional extra, and 
training, consultation and skilled supervision are also important.181

                                                 
181 Walker, M. (1992) 
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Summary 

A significant problem exists in relation to sexual abuse of children in this setting. Where 
boys are concerned, the previously identified risk factors appear to act as a significant 
“push” factor for many, particularly those from poor back grounds. One participant 
explained that some boys were abused and received as little as 100–500 riels (2.5–12.5 US 
cents) from the perpetrator. While Sihanoukville appears to attract significant numbers of 
foreign sex tourists and others who wish to entrap, exploit and abuse children, little is 
known about sexual abuse and exploitation of boys by the local population, and future 
research will need to address this. It has been observed elsewhere that poverty and 
subsequent vulnerability to offers of financial support play a significant role, as well as 
creating a culture of impunity where local authorities are concerned.182

The work of the two NGOs at this site has led to great progress in the four years since 
they began work in this area. Without their presence and clearly very effective 
cooperation, protection, prevention and support initiatives would be almost non-existent 
in Sihanoukville and virtually all child abuse would go unnoticed. Concerns were 
expressed in relation to the responses of some local authorities, and there is clearly 
significant room for improvement. They are in many respects operating within a context 
in which sexual abuse of boys is significant, but this is not matched by awareness or 
concern within the local community. One respondent remarked that “reporting sexual 
abuse is a nightmare”. It appears to be a constant battle to have the issue taken seriously. 

Commitment was strong and awareness among many staff was relatively high, although 
the influence of cultural norms, in negating or diluting boys’ experiences, was a 
significant factor for many. Some less experienced staff was able to identify important 
and wide-ranging learning needs for all concerned. Importantly, some female staff 
identified additional needs to develop more confidence in relation to working with boys.  

The high levels of cooperation and mutual respect between the two NGOs are seen as an 
influential factor in the success of their work. The emphasis on the development of 
community-based, flexible, non-stigmatising and inclusive initiatives, supporting children 
and their families in their real needs, provides a firm foundation and is a model that 
others would do well to learn from.  

Data from Battambang  
Existing research and documentation provided by NGOs in the area suggest that there 
are significant numbers of children who experience migration or being trafficked for 
labour purposes to Thailand. That documentation also identifies that significant numbers 
of children are at risk or are victims of sexual abuse.183 It was anticipated that data from 
this area would provide an alternate source of valuable information to the largely tourist 
site that is Sihanoukville and the urban site of Phnom Penh. 

Our experiences in Battambang were very different compared to Sihanoukville. The vast 
majority of participants initially indicated that they had never worked, and did not 
currently work, with boys who had been abused. A number of reasons were suggested 
for this, including that it didn’t happen in that province, but only elsewhere, such as 
Poipet and Thailand. Other explanations included that that the NGO worked only with 
children trafficked for labour purposes, or that the director had told them that this was 
not their area of work. It was confusing for the research team, because early responses 

                                                 
182 Keane, K. (2006) 

183 IOM (2005) 
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gave the impression that many participants believed that Battambang was a province 
completely free of sexual exploitation or abuse of boys.   

 The interview questions were therefore modified to ask about the types of problems and 
difficulties experienced by the boys they knew. Further probing revealed that many of the 
staff had and still were working with victims and survivors of sexual abuse, but that they 
were either not recognising it or did not consider it to be serious. Awareness of this issue 
among the majority interviewed was generally extremely low. As a result, the capacity of 
the staff to both protect boys or support them following abuse is limited. 

Awareness of Sexual Abuse of Boys 

It soon became clear that the majority of participants believed that the boys they work 
with have not experienced sexual abuse or exploitation, because they were mostly caring 
for children exploited for labour purposes or, as one person described them, “vagrants”. 
Further probing revealed that staff generally have little awareness of what sexual abuse of 
boys is, are confused and therefore find it hard to define or recognise it. Those who had 
heard about it generally assumed that it happens elsewhere but seldom or rarely in 
Battambang or their workplaces. Participants rarely knew how to respond to abuse when 
it was discovered. Following a team discussion, on ethical grounds it was decided not to 
interview boys in this field site, because the likelihood of them receiving appropriate 
support following disclosure was very slim. 

I have never met a sexually abused boy. It only happens in Thailand 
and Poipet; they are referred to centres in Battambang through IOM. 
It is rarely mentioned in the community because people only pay 
attention to girls. We don’t know about this, but child centres might. 
Personally, I think it might be a big problem. 

There are no sexually abused boys here. I never ask them but I just 
know from observation. 

In 10 years, I’ve never worked with a boy who was sexually abused … 
I’ve heard about boys being abused in Poipet … boys here talk about 
their friends being abused or oral and anal sex … I was surprised to 
hear about it. 

I would have to see it with my own eyes to believe it. 

If boys come here, I have to call the head office to ask them what to 
do—I don’t believe it. 

I tell my manager about problems with boys, sexual behaviour and 
abuse, but they say there are no abused boys here. 

I’ve never met a sexually abused boy … never heard about it—gays are 
responsible. 

I’ve never worked with a sexually abused boy. Parents never tell us 
about it, but I’ve heard it is foreigners and gays who do it. 

Not here … Before one boy showed me his anus and he had a STI, but 
now he’s dead. He was abused by foreigners and Khmers. 

Most boys here are trafficked to Thailand for labour and come from 
Poipet. The violence the boys experience is very great … I’ve never 
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thought to ask about sexual abuse before … I asked my director and 
he said that our work is not related to that; he says that there are no 
children here who have been abused—girls or boys … I sometimes see 
boys playing with each other’s genitals … I think that maybe some of 
them have been abused, but I’ve had no training; I don’t know what to 
do or how to react. 

Khmer society does not empathise with boys … Girls’ rights are 
promoted, and we are struggling to come to terms with this. 

As interviews probed deeper, some participants remembered situations in which it was 
clear that sexual abuse had in fact taken place. The following examples highlight that lack 
of awareness is not restricted to individual staff but affects organisational forums. The 
assumption appears to be that it happens elsewhere.   

At meetings of NGOs and government, we rarely discuss this issue … 
I’ve heard it happens in Poipet and Thailand. We get few referrals of 
boys here; organisations have their own counsellors, and if they have 
problems, they refer to us. Boys tend to be referred if they have 
behaviour problems such as not wanting to work or study, or if they 
are stubborn and disobedient, or playing with their own genitals. They 
tell boys to stop, but it’s not effective. I don’t generally do counselling 
with boys, because they do that at the centres. I work more with 
females. 

I remember that one boy did tell me that he was abused. The first time 
he didn’t want to talk—he was very shy, afraid, hesitant and worried 
about revealing …I was surprised; I had never heard directly about 
this before, just in newspapers and magazines … If we compare boys 
with girls, it’s more difficult for boys because they don’t accept that 
they have problems. Culturally they are considered strong, and they 
cannot cry or talk about their problems because it’s a sign of 
weakness.  

Some respondents were open to the possibility but were unable to recognise potentially 
abusive situations when they were encountered and found the whole idea very confusing: 

I asked the staff about it … There is no history of boys with sexual 
abuse here … We do see boys play with each other in a sexual way. 
Many of the girls here were raped when they were in Thailand by both 
Khmers and Thais. Male staff usually work with boys but perhaps they 
lack information regarding boys’ abuse.  

The thing is that there are no boys abused here; it’s new, and because 
so far we focus only on labour abuse, we never ask about sexual abuse 
… One night very late I heard a boy shouting and I saw a big boy on 
top of him. When I arrived he had run away and the small boy was 
crying … He told me the big boy had been on top of him but then I 
didn’t know what else to ask. 

Maybe some boys have been abused who live here … Some boys tell 
us that they see other boys playing with their genitals, sometimes staff 
see big boys on top of small boys … We asked and they said it was just 
playing and wanted to know how it was … We had one boy who was 
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reintegrated already … When we followed up after his return home, he 
told us that when he was staying here, there was a boy who had raped 
him … The other boy had left the centre already 

When other staff of the same NGO were interviewed later, they indicated that they had 
discovered a teenage boy “having sex” with a boy half his age. Their responses suggest 
that there may also be cultural practices that underlie the stated values of NGOs: 

One was on top of the other boy … I beat them with a stick one time, 
scolded them and asked them why they were doing this. These boys 
were victims of labour abuse in Thailand; maybe they did this because 
they had seen others doing it. I sent the boys to the social worker to 
solve the problem, but I don’t know what they did to those boys; they 
didn’t tell us. I told the director that I beat them … They said that was 
okay, as long as it wasn’t too hard. 

Another participant’s response starkly illustrates the struggle that many untrained staff 
has believing and responding appropriately to boys, even when they do disclose that 
abuse is taking place: 

Some small boys tell about the older boys being nasty, playing rough 
games, and the small boys become sad … It’s hard to know about 
sexual abuse, if it’s play or sexual abuse. Five or six boys complained 
to my colleague about being touched on the genitals by two older 
boys; they dealt with that. If girls are touched, it’s sexual abuse but 
boys … I’m not sure … If it happens once, maybe they were 
dreaming. Three or four times and then it’s abuse. If one boy came 
and told me, I might not believe it, but if many, then I will.  

When researchers asked the colleague how he responded to reports by several boys of 
potential abuse, he told us that they were too busy with other work to do anything and 
that someone else offered to speak to the alleged perpetrators. When interviewed later, 
the director of this NGO was adamant that there were no boys who had experienced 
sexual abuse staying there. It appears, in this case at least, that information relating to 
potential abuse and child protection issues is not being passed on. The reasons for this 
appeared to be lack of clear lines of communication and responsibility, but fundamentally 
the fact that the sexual abuse of boys is neither recognised as a problem nor taken 
seriously when it is reported. In other settings directors or team mangers often stated 
categorically that they did not work with abused boys, while interviews with staff often 
contradicted these accounts.  

Child Protection—Policies, Issues and Concerns 

Numerous NGOs work with vulnerable children in this area. However, one concern for 
the team was that many appeared to be operating without adequate staff awareness of 
child protection procedures, policies or protocols. One large and seemingly prosperous 
NGO, caring for the needs of dozens of children from impoverished and abusive 
backgrounds, had no child protection policy or procedures for checking on visitors. The 
team observed a number of volunteers and visitors, including some who lived at the 
centre. They did not employ any social workers or counsellors and seemed unclear about 
the backgrounds of individual children, although they were certain that they were not 
working with any who were abused, despite observing the highly sexualised behaviour of 
some in their care. A member of staff commented that it was not a problem if the boys 

“I thought it could never happen to boys” 142



were touched on the genitals “occasionally”. One researcher commented on a sense that 
this NGO was “using children to attract donors” rather than existing to meet their needs.  

Another NGO had recently introduced a code of conduct for staff, although this did not 
cover visitors’ or children’s behaviour. (At this NGO several boys had been complaining 
of sexual assaults by other boys). Another organisation was caring for 28 children (16 
boys) without child protection procedures, while difficulties obtaining funding resulted in 
just one staff member being employed. In circumstances like these, it is highly unlikely 
that children will receive the protection or support they require in the event of sexual 
abuse.  

In other settings, staff appeared to be unclear about exactly what sexual abuse is in 
relation to boys, having never heard about it before. They did describe to researchers 
seeing boys playing sexualised games within the centre but also assumed that the boys 
were all abused overseas, not in Cambodia. Labels such as “crazy, drug using, street 
children and gays” were used to describe abused boys, indicating the need for more 
accurate and less discriminatory information. Some staff had so little understanding of 
boys in general and sexual abuse in particular that interventions including “educating 
them and telling them to stop” and “hygiene and morality” were considered the only way 
to address the issue. One respondent told of a girl going to stay at an NGO with her 
small brother, but because the NGO wanted to take only girls, he had to stay with the 
guard. 

One participant working with another NGO supporting MSM in Battambang told of a 
young man who had been violently raped by a group of 17 men, in similar circumstances 
to accounts shared by MSM in Phnom Penh.  

Effects 

Awareness of the potential impact of sexual abuse was limited among the majority of 
participants. Some had observed sexualised behaviour of boys and other behaviours that 
might suggest that abuse had taken place, but did not consider the possibility that it 
might be related to abuse. It was invariably seen as “messing around” or “boys playing”. 
One participant stated, “I have never asked them, so I cannot tell”.  

Other respondents were able to identify that sexual abuse was harmful in a number of 
ways. But most explained that they had not worked with boys, and it seemed that they 
often considered it serious because it was against the law, culture and tradition rather 
than because of its impact upon the victim’s physical and mental health. A few 
respondents thought that abused boys would go on to abuse other boys, while one 
person contradicted that, stating, “They will not abuse others because they know about 
the pain it causes”. 

One participant knew a boy from another province who was abused for many years. His 
account suggests that the boy had serious long-term problems and difficulties being 
believed by those closest to him:  

I knew a boy in Pursat province; he was abused when he was nine 
years old. He was scared of his past, fearful of men and had 
nightmares—he wanted to run away from everything that happened to 
him. He tried to tell his parents but they didn’t believe him. They said 
that he was crazy and beat him sometimes too … I tried to explain to 
the boy’s family … so they stopped beating him and I took him to 
hospital to meet a psychiatrist in Phnom Penh … He was given 
medicine and counselling. The boy’s family still doesn’t believe he was 
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abused and think he’s crazy because he has bad dreams and cries out 
every night. 

Another reported how sexual abuse affected a friend: 

He told me that he was abused in 1972 by a monk. He said that he 
would never be able to forget it … It was “worse than Pol Pot times”. 

Honour and Shame 

The dominance of cultural perspectives and assumptions in relation to virginity and 
honour were present in many responses, most considering that it was not a significant 
issue for boys. Some participants offered some interesting notions that provide useful 
insight. The example below is not representative of all but demonstrates the confusion 
that the sexual abuse of males may create in the minds of potential helpers who are used 
to hearing predominantly about girls and women. Current frameworks for understanding 
harm and perceived loss of honour and reputation struggle to accommodate the abuse of 
males.  

One participant suggested that boys would lose some honour, because sexual abuse was 
against Khmer culture, adding that because it wasn’t a “natural event”, it wasn’t too 
serious. They (boys) could be “accepted and forgiven – it is serious for the victim but not 
for society”. (This seems to suggest that victims are perhaps considered responsible for 
their abuse and does not address issues of physical or psychological harm). They 
remarked that if a girl is raped, it is seen as a “natural event” and therefore more serious 
for society.  

The common practice of “compromise” being reached with perpetrators of abuse against 
females, involving the payment of money as compensation, is therefore in their words 
“better for society”. In the “unnatural event” of a boy’s abuse “compromise” is not 
possible. They considered that “anger will linger” in the boy’s mind as a result, whilst in 
the case of females “everyone is happy”. This illustrates that for some at least 
“compromise” is seen as an acceptable solution after the fact, reducing scandal and to a 
certain extent responding to the need to compensate for soiled reputation. It also appears 
to make the incorrect assumption that that because compromise makes society feel 
better, the impact upon the victim is minimal.  

By denying the rights of victims and effectively favouring the perpetrator (who will avoid 
prosecution), this view demonstrates some of the complexities of achieving social justice 
where females are concerned, especially in settings where notions of honour and family 
reputation appear to overshadow the needs of individual victims.  

Another participant remarked that honour and reputation are often linked to biological 
capabilities: 

Most Cambodians have a different perception about boys. They 
cannot become pregnant and so the people don’t care about their 
reputations … 

Another social worker was one of few to suggest an alternative perspective: 

Deep down, there is a huge stigma. Boys are abused in Thailand when 
looking for labour … After being raped, they still need true love. I tell 
people and they laugh … I tell them it’s not like the proverb [cotton 
and gold] … Boys also have shame. I heard a boy say, “Tricked in the 
body … not as painful as the mind”. 
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Successes and Challenges of Working with Boys 

The staff interviewed were committed to the well-being of the children in their care and 
generally met the basic needs of the children. However, it was observed that the 
awareness and skills needed to explore beyond children’s obvious needs were often 
lacking. In most cases the emotional and psycho-social needs of boys are neither 
recognised nor responded to. 

Few respondents were able to give examples of successful interventions with boys who 
had been sexually abused, for obvious reasons. It is clear that many of the staff have had 
little or no training and therefore struggle to identify and understand these boys’ more 
complex needs and work effectively with them. The support staff receives from 
managers and directors in many cases is unhelpful because they also appear to lack 
awareness and to be at a loss as to know how to help.  

Some boys’ behaviour is very difficult for staff to understand, interpret and respond to, 
often resulting in their needs not being adequately assessed and their being labelled as 
“difficult”. Their externalised behaviour is rarely interpreted as a sign that they need help, 
and they suffer in comparison to girls. Many participants complained that boys don’t 
listen or do as they are told, with the result that they are often seen as “bad” rather than 
in need of understanding. Many responses illustrate the frustrations of carers. One 
researcher commented that people are not looking “beyond the outside, beneath the 
skin”.  

Boys are more difficult. They are nastier and lazy about study. 

Boys go out more, are able to protect themselves and not vulnerable. 

They tell lies at first. 

They don’t listen to advice. 

They are aggressive and get angry with people criticising them. 

They sit alone. 

They don’t like discipline, so they leave; it’s a problem for all NGO’s 

It’s very difficult to change them. 

They don’t accept that they have problems. 

One experienced social worker, however, did have some positive ideas about caring for 
boys: 

They are also like girls; they need support, encouragement and 
understanding. It’s no use telling them they are bad and criticising 
them … Boys believe that people look down on them and that they are 
outside society, so they don’t value themselves … If you want to help, 
let them express their thoughts and feelings. People think “boys won’t 
change”, they are bad and useless—but we need to advocate for boys 
and get more support and training. 

Needs of Staff 

As identified above, NGO staff clearly find boys very difficult to understand, connect 
with and relate to; this leads to boys being seen as a problem. Traditional methods of 
working with boys highlight the need for good behaviour, conformity, being a “good 
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Cambodian boy” who behaves, studies hard and is quiet. The reality is that, even if these 
boys have not been sexually abused, many of their experiences prior to accommodation 
in residential centres involved physical and emotional abuse and other forms of 
exploitation; they often come from poor backgrounds in which survival is the primary 
goal in life. Evidence emerged that many may be currently be experiencing sexual abuse. 
Many staff are ill equipped to help or understand. The consequences are potentially 
damaging for all concerned.  

Few staff received regular individual supervision of their work. Those who did received it 
from managers or directors who invariably did not have the experience, knowledge or 
training to help staff with many of the specific problems they face. Some appear to be 
aware that sexual abuse may be a problem, but they have little ability or opportunity to 
change perceptions in what amount to organisational cultures of denial. Support for staff 
is usually offered in group meetings, where administrative tasks are often given priority; 
staff reported that meetings related to work with children are often problem-focused 
rather than addressing staff needs and development. 

Some participants reported receiving training from a range of well known NGOs in 
relation to child care and mental health. These courses did not appear to be useful in 
helping them understand or develop the skills to work with boys, and mostly did not 
consider issues for boys at all. Their content was fairly “general”, which often means that 
boys are not considered. Training is rarely backed up with the subsequent supervision 
required to reinforce learning and continue development.  

One member of staff (who was clearly very committed), working exclusively with groups 
of boys who had been trafficked to Thailand, identified that many boys had drug 
problems and often experienced violent beatings from parents and exploiters. He had 
observed sexualised behaviour among boys but was told by his director that there were 
no sexually abused children at the centre and this was not their area of work. The training 
he had received was related to birth spacing and sexual health. He had received some 
concerning sexual abuse, which, as he remembered, emphasised the “importance of 
forgiving the perpetrator”, rather than identifying abuse and helping victims and 
survivors. While the need for forgiveness and reconciliation in relation to sexual abuse 
has received greater attention in recent years in some western countries, it should not be 
considered a priority of intervention. This also illustrates that training is not appropriate 
or fulfilling the needs of staff.  

In many respects, it appears that many social work and care staff are also neglected and 
unsupported, and feel a great sense of isolation and/or failure. This should be viewed 
with seriousness by all concerned.  Some specific responses below indicate a significant 
need for basic skills and awareness, continued specialist development and ongoing 
support: 

I feel uncomfortable when boys cry; the five-hudt chest man doesn’t 
cry … Working with strong emotions is hard. If boys say what 
happened is “normal” it’s not a problem… but if they cry … 

I’m too shy to talk with boys. 

I find it hard it hard to know how to build good relationships. 

Supervisors need training to be counsellors too. 

Working with boys is very stressful. 
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It’s stressful. I blame myself for not being able to help and ask myself, 
why can I not help? 

How do we begin to solve their problems? 

Training for foster carers—anything. We don’t know what to study! 

I’m scared to talk about sexual abuse—worried about it happening if I 
do. 

I’ve had lots of training about biology, drugs, counselling, suicide—
but nothing about boys! 

Identified training needs generally fell into two main categories; fairly evenly split in 
relation to working with boys and children in general, and the sexual abuse of boys. 
Some of these are summarised below; they will be collated and fed into the development 
of future training initiatives by SSC and other providers. One clear difference in this 
province compared to Sihanoukville was the repeatedly stressed need of virtually all 
participants for even very basic information about boys and sexual abuse: 

Sexual abuse: What is sexual abuse of boys? How are boys abused? Ways of assessing 
and finding out about abuse—what are the signs? What is okay/not okay? Effects? 
Recovery and ways to help? Defining abuse of boys—what is it? 

Working with boys: Emotional needs of children, managing children without shouting, 
helping boys change behaviour from negative to positive; caring for children; making 
children like us, follow us and listen to us; methods of working with boys; building good 
relationships with boys; boys’ development and differences of boys.  

Summary and Analysis 

The research team’s experiences were markedly different from those in the other field 
sites. Awareness of sexual abuse and exploitation of boys was observed to be generally 
far lower than in other sites in our study. It was a strange experience for the team 
because we had become used to people acknowledging its existence in higher numbers. 
Initially, in Battambang awareness and incidents seemed virtually non-existent. Research 
suggests that up to 2006, there have been very few cases of sexual abuse of boys 
recorded in Battambang and that attempts to pursue justice were thwarted.184 Of those 
who expressed an opinion, most considered foreigners and gays as responsible, usually in 
other places in Cambodia or Thailand, not Battambang.  

Further probing revealed that some participants had actually known boys or men who 
had been abused; one account dating back 35 years, while others gave accounts of clearly 
abusive behaviour that had gone unnoticed, was not considered abuse or was ignored. 
Most staff do not know how to recognise signs of sexual abuse of boys or know what to 
do when it is discovered. Contradictory evidence exists in some settings, where directors 
and managers denied the existence of abuse, while others in the same NGO reported 
abuse taking place. We can only speculate about why this occurred—a lack of 
communication within and between organisations; low levels of awareness, procedures 
and protocol; a focus on the stated aims of the NGO at the expense of other important 
needs; possibly a deliberate attempt to hide the issue; or a combination of all.  

                                                 
184 Renault, R. (2006) p. 18, remarked on two cases of boys abused by foreign nationals in Battambang in 
which authorities and shelter staff failed to respond. She comments that there is a deep-seated resistance to 
taking action among some official bodies and child care professionals. 
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In any case, the true scale of the problem is not being recognised or acknowledged, and 
abuse is therefore rarely taken seriously when it is reported. One clear difference in this 
field site was the absence of an NGO like APLE, which has done so much elsewhere to 
raise the profile of abuse of boys, albeit predominantly by foreign perpetrators. It is also 
clear that abuse of boys by Cambodians is only rarely considered as a possibility. The 
powerful cultural beliefs and stereotypes of boys being invulnerable also influence 
perceptions. Evidence and anecdotal accounts from elsewhere suggest that many 
Cambodians find it hard to believe that males can have sex with each other and think 
anal sex is impossible.  

Recent documentary evidence, albeit limited, suggests that significant numbers of boys 
trafficked to Thailand for “labour abuse”, as it was referred to, are also victimised and 
exploited sexually.185 Many of these boys are referred from transit centres and 
organisations in the Poipet area to NGOs in Battambang. It may be that this issue is not 
being recognised at source in Poipet and therefore not being passed on to NGOs 
receiving referrals in other settings.  

One participant with experience in the north-west of Cambodia shared the following 
thoughts:  

Information is “lost”. Knowledge of sexual abuse exists, but it doesn’t 
reach the shelters. There is no monitoring of programmes; it’s very 
chaotic, and genuine accountability is limited … I saw clear cases 
involving boys who were sexually abused, but staff were not 
acknowledging it. It’s traumatising to be aware of this and see that 
nothing is being done … 

In many respects, an encounter the consultant had in 2006 may provide some clues and 
suggests that low recognition is not limited to Battambang province. When discussing the 
sexual abuse of women and girls in another rural province, with the manager of a human 
rights organisation, I asked if there were any reports of boys. The reply: “We don’t have 
any big hotels in this province; it only happens in Phnom Penh and only foreigners abuse 
boys”. My suggestion that, if that were true, Cambodia would be the only country in the 
world in which the local population did not abuse boys, was greeted with disbelief. It 
would seem highly likely that the recognition of sexual abuse of boys in other rural areas 
is also low.  

This situation and the resulting lack of protection and support suggest that boys currently 
have very little to gain from disclosure. These are exactly the environmental conditions 
that provide fertile ground for abuse to take place unchecked. It is not a comment on the 
commitment of individual staff but merely an acknowledgement of the combination of 
individual, cultural, structural and systematic factors that ensure that abused boys are a 
hidden and high risk population.  

The identified needs of staff also indicate that many struggle to understand, build 
relationships and “connect” with boys, even if they are not sexually abused. Much of 
boys’ behaviour is misunderstood. Ultimately, recognition of abuse and the likelihood 
that boys are going to be protected from it are very low; available support options are 
unlikely to meet their needs. 

                                                 
185 IOM (2005); Guillin, N.J. (2006) 
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Data from Phnom Penh 
Interviews with staff from a range of NGOs took place throughout the study, from April 
to mid-June 2007. In all, the opinions of 50 individuals, representing 23 organisations, 
were sought. The organisations worked in child care, child protection, human rights and 
law, social work, counselling, psychology and therapeutic services, sexual health, youth 
justice, anti-trafficking and supporting MSM. A significant number specialised in 
supporting the homeless or street-living communities. Two additional interviews were 
carried out by email with expatriate advisers, currently based overseas but with 
experience working in Cambodia.   

The team sought to interview as wide a range of individuals as possible, from foster 
carers and house parents (arguably individuals who spend most time with boys), to social 
workers, counsellors and psychologists, lawyers with specialist experience in the field, 
project coordinators, team leaders,  directors and a representative of a prominent 
Buddhist organisation with a history of community involvement. It was hoped that by 
reaching out to a variety of participants within one organisation, we could scratch below 
the surface and explore the issues in more depth. The vast majority of the interviews 
took place at the premises of the organisation or NGO.  

The team also carried out an additional five focus group discussions with staff from 
organisations either working with street children or supporting children in residential 
centres, seeking the opinions of a further 50 individuals (see Appendix 8). Therefore the 
total number of people in Phnom Penh who had the opportunity to share their views 
with the team exceeded 100.  

Presentation of the data will focus on will focus on the most common themes emerging 
from the interviews. Where exceptional differences in viewpoints and experiences occur, 
they are included.  

Awareness of Sexual Abuse of Boys 

In contrast to the team’s experience in Battambang, virtually all participants were aware 
to some degree of the sexual abuse of boys, from either direct experience or news media. 
However, responses did show emerging patterns. When asked who they thought was 
responsible for the abuse and exploitation of boys, the overwhelming majority identified 
foreigners. This is not surprising considering that many of the organisations work with 
street-living and other boys who often come to the attention of services as a result of 
abuse by foreigners. Press reports also predominantly report court appearances of 
foreign perpetrators, and most of the limited resources, such as posters and tools for 
working with children, identify foreign males as perpetrators, excluding other 
possibilities.  

The next most common responses were gay men or MSM (or as some described them, 
kteuy). For most, this was an assumption based on the male-male sexual act rather than 
specific knowledge. This assumption does little for boys or MSM, because many boys 
may not be protected from others more likely to abuse them. Very few respondents had 
sufficient knowledge or experience of MSM, gay or homosexual communities to know 
for certain. Some said that “other boys” living in centres abuse, which was based on 
work experiences. Anecdotal accounts were shared indicating that women are also 
capable of abuse.  

A smaller number of participants considered the possibility that Khmers may also abuse 
boys, but usually qualified their remarks by suggesting that it was either high-ranking 
Khmers, police officers, people who copied or were influenced by foreigners’ behaviour 

“I thought it could never happen to boys”   149



and culture or those influenced by pornography. Few thought that the sexual abuse of 
boys occurs within Cambodian communities, or involved heterosexual males or females. 
This was often related to notions of Khmer culture being very different from others, 
somehow “separate” and, for some, not as “immoral”. Future training and awareness 
raising may benefit from addressing notions of culture and the development of 
perceptions as a foundation for greater understanding and analysis of this issue. One 
respondent was aware of Khmer nationals abusing boys in educational institutions, and 
others were aware of older boys abusing younger ones in children’s centres; others 
suggested that some monks in pagodas are also responsible.  

It also became clear that many people are genuinely confused about what sexual abuse 
and exploitation are. This is illustrated by conversations often moving seamlessly from 
abuse to consenting male sexual relationships, to the “abused to abuser” cycle 
hypothesis; discussion often included references to boys “messing about” or being 
attracted to each other and being confused about sexuality, and then returned to the 
perceived problem caused by foreigners and gays as if it was all the same thing. Some 
participants also considered boys to be “selling sex’’, implying choice, rather than viewing 
them as exploited or abused, which in the opinion of the team often diluted the 
seriousness with which the issue was considered.   

Some participants, albeit a minority, with experience of working with sexually exploited 
and abused street children, considered that an apparent lack of force (often in cases 
where children were groomed and money was exchanged) equated with the boys’ 
experiences not being harmful.  

Several NGOs stated that they referred abused boys to other organisations for 
counselling. When this was followed up, it appeared that the named individuals involved 
invariably could not remember receiving the referrals, suggested that they had not 
worked with abused boys or declined to mention previous work they had carried out. 
The reason for this is not known, but it does indicate a level of organisational confusion 
and perhaps ambivalence where boys are concerned. It was not possible to establish what 
had happened to those referrals.  

The issue of boys and sexual abuse appears to be characterised by genuine confusion and 
lack of information and communication. One joint interview with a manager and staff 
member of a residential centre for street children illustrates the point. The manager 
expressed great interest in the research but stated that there were no sexually exploited or 
abused boys in their centre, which was immediately contradicted by the staff member, 
because they were working with several.  

A minority demonstrated a wider and deeper understanding, recognising that anyone can 
potentially be an abuser or exploiter of male children, including females and Cambodians. 
No clear pattern emerged, respondents from the same organisation or team often 
holding vastly different viewpoints. In other settings, some managers’ and directors’ 
responses suggested that awareness and training were high, but it was clear that this 
information was not passed on, because in many cases their staff had minimal knowledge 
and ability to respond to the needs of boys in their care. 

One team manager of a large NGO working with children, many of whom are victims of 
sexual abuse, commented, “We occasionally discuss this individually, but never as a team 
or organisation”. For many respondents, the research interview was the first time they 
have been asked about this. The lack of information and awareness led to genuine 
confusion, illustrating the need for future training to help people understand the context 
of both consensual and non-consensual relationships for males and the specific dynamics 
related to abuse.  
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Most respondents are clearly committed to caring, and some have sound basic 
knowledge of children’s needs but sometimes struggle to apply it to work with boys. 
Responses from the same people were often contradictory; some individuals 
demonstrating genuine concern and compassion for female victims but also struggling to 
appreciate the seriousness of the issue in relation to boys. Individuals with knowledge are 
often isolated within organisations and from each other. There was little evidence that 
boys are discussed at many existing partnership forums despite numerous member 
organisations working with abused boys.  

The comments below illustrate the wide range of opinions: 

Most of the time foreigners rape the boys and sometimes Cambodian 
gays. 

The boys I work with are abused by foreigners. Khmers abuse girls … 
rarely boys. 

Most foreigners who come to Cambodia have the paedophile illness. 

Most of the abusers are foreign, but some Khmers too—they copy the 
foreigners. 

Foreigners—Khmers don’t do it. I couldn’t imagine a woman abusing 
a boy … What kind of sexual act could she do with a boy?  

Abusers are foreigners and high-level Khmers. 

I’ve only heard about girls. 

Only men who are MSM … Heterosexual men don’t do this 

Foreigners abuse boys and other boys do too, but not Cambodian 
adults … It’s against our culture. 

Abusers can be anyone, mostly those in a position of trust who are 
known to the child. 

Sexual abuse of boys in Cambodia is not alarming yet … It’s very new 
… It happens, but I’m not sure if it’s serious or not. 

It’s mostly foreigners and gays, foreign women too, but not in Khmer 
culture … it’s not like that. Some poor boys sell sex, but if he doesn’t 
want to have sex, he won’t. 

Khmers abuse boys in rural areas, but the information is hidden. 

We need to face the reality that it’s foreigners and Khmers who abuse 
boys. 

Some Khmers abuse children—when I meet children, they tell me it’s 
a problem for girls and boys … Initially I was shocked … The 
government and community just don’t know how to respond to this … 

Most people have the idea that it’s only girls … Cases of boys are 
unreported, services for boys not known ... Boys are not considered as 
victims. We hear stories but they are not reported; boys are left alone 
… People don’t know what to say … so they do nothing. 
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Touching Boys’ Genitals 

All participants were aware of this practice, and opinions were varied. Many considered 
that it was an acceptable and harmless way for adults to show affection to boys up to a 
certain age (usually two to three years). A few suggested it was just old people who did 
this or those who lived in rural areas, not in the city. For some there was a contradiction 
between culture, which tells people it is acceptable, and (unspecified) training which 
instructs them that it’s not. A small number of participants stated that it was okay, but if 
the boy ejaculated than it would be considered abuse, another that if the boy cried it 
would be abuse, while one more suggested that it was okay for Cambodians to do but 
could be considered abuse if a foreigner did it.  

Others were convinced that touching a boy’s genitals by anyone is generally not a healthy 
thing, but the reasons were varied. One believed that the penis would stop working, 
another suggested that a doctor had told him it makes boys sensitive to sex and sick, 
while others said that it can cause inappropriate sexual feelings, make boys feel angry 
and/or ashamed and be the cause of problems when they grow older. Emerging themes 
throughout the research indicate that children’s perspectives relating to this are not often 
considered. One participant hinted at the usefulness of training but also the gap that 
exists between some adults’ and children’s views: 

Before training I used to think it was normal, but after, I started to 
question it … Children feel ashamed and get scared and don’t get 
pleasure in the way that adults think. 

One Cambodian parent explained how difficult it is to protect their own child:  

It’s a problem … Boys can learn from adults and think that doing that 
is normal. I don’t like it if someone touches my son’s genitals, but it’s 
hard to stop them, even people in my own family … They say they 
only do it because they love him … Older people do it but children are 
not happy … My son gets extremely angry. 

Another with considerable experience of working with sexually abused children believed 
that this practice contributes to the risk of abuse: 

There are very few or no boundaries for themselves or anyone who 
may want to abuse them … The implications of this are very serious 
… Boys are fondled and humiliated in front of their friends and 
neighbours … They grow up thinking that people can do what they 
like and that they can too. 

Awareness of the Impacts and Effects of Sexual Abuse 

Participants were prompted by questions about thoughts, feelings and behaviour. 
Responses were primarily based on observations in work experiences. Some had received 
occasional training within organisations or from other NGOs, including some based 
overseas. Most respondents who had knowledge shared accounts based on observations 
and experience and indicated that significant numbers of boys struggle with a range of 
serious physical, psychological and behavioural issues, leaving few aspects of their lives 
untouched: 

Not speaking.  

Self-blame and confusion about who is responsible. 
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Injuries to the anus and genitals. 

Feeling like they are the only one who is abused.  

Being angry and irritated. 

May have confused feelings about sex and sexuality. 

Not realising that what happened was abuse. 

Denial of what happened. 

Feelings of embarrassment and shame. 

Confused by sexual arousal.  

Sexualised behaviour. 

Wanting to abuse and rape others. 

Will become gay or act like a female. 

However, a number of responses were clearly assumptions that appeared to be based on 
guesses or incomplete information rather than fact. Some respondents expressed the 
opinion that money given by abusers motivated boys to be more concerned with money 
and material goods (plert plern). It was observed that, in the absence of adequate training 
and support, a vacuum exists that is often filled with inaccurate information and 
interpretations that may become accepted as fact and “common sense”. In a pattern 
repeated elsewhere, even when training is received, often the most memorable fact that 
people recall is related to the cycle of abuse hypothesis. This is a complex area, and it 
appears that a lot of currently available training is not exploring these issues in sufficient 
depth or breadth to prepare staff adequately for working with boys.  

I have not met a boy like this yet. I was told in training that they may 
want to have sex with the same sex and become abusers.  

If boys are abused for a long time by foreigners, they will abuse other 
boys. 

In some organisations, boys who were sexually exploited or abused were often described 
by participants as “selling sex”. One team manager considered that abusers were either 
foreign or gay and suggested that boys have two main feelings when abused: either 
wanting to stay with the kteuy or thinking about making money. The impression gained 
was that these boys were somehow responsible for continuation of the abuse, which 
contradicted the views of his colleagues, suggesting that information sharing is not taking 
place to any great extent within that organisation.  

One participant shared what one boy had told her about being sexually abused, which 
addresses the issue of powerlessness:  

I am like a little musk deer that is the adult’s food. I am unable to fight 
back or respond … I am like a kitten or puppy that can be thrown 
wherever … I am lower than them and cannot say anything back. 

Honour and Shame 

While some participants were able to recognise that shame and loss of honour are 
significant barriers to be overcome by boys, other responses indicated, similarly to other 
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sites, that boys tend to suffer less than girls. This was not restricted to those with limited 
training or lower status within organisations; overall, boys’ abusive experiences are likely 
to be seen as less harmful.  

As described earlier, perceptions of many Cambodians related to sexual abuse and 
females and its association with virginity, honour and family reputation contribute to 
male victimisation not being taken seriously or acknowledged. In relation to victims and 
survivors of either sex it may also create an effective barrier to the development of an 
empathetic understanding and appreciation of their needs as victims of sexual trauma in 
their own right.  

Some respondents also equated boys’ being offered money, or an apparent lack of 
violence or physical force, with the event not being harmful. A small minority found it 
hard to believe that boys can be sexually abused at all. This was linked to the perception 
that men can’t have sex with each other, or that anal sex is impossible. This illustrates the 
view of many that “real sex” is heterosexual, involving a sexual script featuring 
penetration of the vagina by the penis; anything else is either impossible or “less than” 
legitimate.186 It appears that these hetero-centric notions about consenting sexual 
relationships strongly influence views of victimisation, contributing to the denial of boys’ 
experiences.   

It is clear from data gained from the boys that this is a major concern for them. The 
significant gap between their experiences and the perceptions of many staff, suggests that 
opportunities for boys to express their feelings are limited and that they are not being 
heard. It also indicates that an in-depth exploration of this issue should be an essential 
part of future training if male survivors are to be provided with the understanding, care 
and support they need. 

Boys in general have no shame; girls have honour and virginity. 

Boys don’t have it much compared to girls; there is little shame. 

If this happens to girls, they lose their future and virginity … It’s 
painful for the body and mind, and no one will love them anymore. 
Boys are still boys and can forget it. 

Boys also lose honour like girls. They are also victims and lose 
virginity, but there is nothing written about this … Boys’ issues are not 
heard, and no one pays attention, no one knows … Parents regard 
boys as pure gold ... They don’t listen to the boys and don’t care for 
them. 

If the people around the boys are supportive, it can help them feel less 
shame. 

Sexual Abuse and Exploitation by Women 

As identified in the literature summary, boys’ abuse and exploitation by females is even 
less likely to be considered abusive, disclosed or taken seriously when it is. Several 
participants suggested that some boys and young men with whom they worked were 
involved in “selling sex” to older, richer and high-status women. It appears that they are 

                                                 
186 Evidence from elsewhere (field work and training) suggests that many Cambodians have either never 
heard of anal sex, and/or believe sex between males to be impossible; others believe that lack of physical 
force or violence equates with lack of pain, suggesting consent.  
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approached in parks or at Wat Phnom; sometimes intermediaries are involved, and they 
meet at pre-arranged destinations such as hotels or guesthouses. Several of the boys and 
staff in our study confirmed this activity, although little is known and it warrants further 
exploration.  

Throughout the study, we did not meet any boys who reported that they were sexually 
abused as children by women. However, in Phnom Penh two social workers shared their 
knowledge based on working experiences. Both accounts suggest that abuse by women 
exists, has the capacity to have significant long-term impacts upon the lives of victims 
and survivors and should be taken seriously. 

I worked with a young man who was abused by his female neighbour. 
He was young and she was in her 20s … She would take children, both 
girls and boys, to her house and get them to play with each other 
sexually and sexually abuse the children too … It had a big impact on 
him later … He felt that he was different from everyone else, a “broken 
person”, that he was destroyed and could never be good again. He was 
so ashamed, and it affected him for years afterwards. 

I knew two men who were abused as children by women. I think in 
terms of effects, it was just the same as for females … They were very 
confused; in some ways they thought it was normal but they were so 
ashamed, they could not talk or share their feelings … They were very 
angry with the abuser and felt guilt and self-blame … They were 
confused about relationships and sex … They tried to deny it but still 
felt scared. As adults they still feel these things but minimise it due to 
lack of awareness and support … In Cambodia men are viewed as 
strong and powerful … If they are in a situation where they are forced, 
they feel powerless, inferior, and may be seen by others as weak … It 
turns their world upside down, and they are reluctant to ask for help. 

Sexual Abuse of Boys in Vietnamese Communities 

As identified in the limitations of the study, the snowballing sample utilised did not lead 
to any boys from ethnic Vietnamese communities being interviewed. Few staff 
participants mentioned this as an issue in their work. However, one with extensive 
experience within this community was able to share information. We learned that when 
asked, large numbers of boys disclose abuse and exploitation under similar circumstances 
to those elsewhere; boys earning money by shining shoes, for example, may be 
approached by foreign perpetrators, or families are targeted by individuals regularly 
visiting Cambodia who adopt a “godfather” role, where material support is provided as a 
way of gaining access to both male and female children.  

It was acknowledged that girls are known to be high risk but that lack of awareness 
results in abuse of boys being more hidden. Boys are also witnessing or aware of abuse of 
female siblings taking place. Less is known about sexual abuse of boys by local 
perpetrators; boys are often reluctant to talk about it, and staff rarely ask. Similarly to 
other cultures and communities, Vietnamese boys experience significant problems 
following abuse, including physical and mental health problems, anger, frustration and 
pain. Cultural beliefs relating to gender identity, masculinity and expression of feelings 
also contribute to their difficulties. A community-based and specific research project to 
explore this issue and develop culturally appropriate responses needs to undertaken as a 
matter of urgency. This should also explore how negative attitudes and discrimination 
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towards the Vietnamese community play a part in further marginalisation and isolation of 
victims of sexual abuse. 

Concerns in Relation to Social Responses 

Several participants commented on the behaviour of others towards boys who had been 
abused, within both the community and organisational settings. Several noted that boys 
are often mocked and humiliated in communities when others find out about their abuse, 
supporting the comments made by some boys.  

One experienced lawyer explained that her job protecting boys was often made more 
difficult by the treatment they receive from the authorities, identifying clearly 
discriminatory and hostile behaviour. While this is not representative of all staff of 
government institutions, it does demonstrate the difficulties of working in partnership 
with others, particularly when they have considerable power and authority:  

The judge asked the boy rude and mocking questions. He said, “You 
are a boy—you have no virginity to lose! Tell me the truth: are you 
doing this for money?” … They don’t see boys as victims because they 
don’t have a vagina and don’t think he has serious problems. The 
doctors mock the boy, saying, “Why should I examine you? You are 
not a girl—you have no vagina!” … Then they laugh at them … I 
would like to say to them … lawyers, doctors, judges and the police—
please don’t victimise the boys again! 

Another participant with experience of working with abused and exploited children said 
that the roots of discrimination are not always addressed by available training: 

Police, lawyers, judges, prosecutors and court clerks blame the 
children. They tell us: “If children want to do it and earn money, let 
them do it”, and they blame the NGOs for not  protecting them … 
This attitude is held by people who are trained and educated … 
Training and workshops are not changing a lot of attitudes in the 
criminal justice system … You can have all the legal knowledge in the 
world, but if your core beliefs don’t change, child protection will not 
improve … There is a lack of accountability of government employees 
… Complaints are made, but they are allowed to get away with it; 
there are no repercussions for bad practice … no incentives to improve 

The lack of understanding of issues related to abuse may result in vulnerable children 
being placed at greater risk by well meaning staff; one participant explained how one 
small boy who “wanted to abuse” was moved to live with older boys, as it was perceived 
that he would not be able to abuse them. While this may be true, it was clear that the boy 
might also have been placed in a situation where he was at risk of being abused himself. 
At many sites, the carers who spent the majority of the time with the children were not 
given adequate information in relation to them, not enabling them to be able to identify 
the signs of abusive behaviour and protect other children from potential abuse.  

Difficulties, Successes and Ideas for Helping Boys 

Similarly to the other sites, the majority of participants identified working with boys, 
whether abused or not, as a significant challenge. Many compared them to girls, who are 
often, though not always, seen as being more compliant and well behaved. Many view 
boys as a problem to be corrected, educated or “fixed” rather than understood. In these 
circumstances, their behaviour is not always viewed as a result of their abuse or other life 
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experiences. One researcher with experience in fieldwork and training suggested that 
many staff find it hard to see beyond the outside and look deeper, in order to understand 
the root causes of problems in relation to many boys. The benefits of developing these 
skills and awareness have been noted elsewhere.187  

 Boys were identified by a considerable number as not willing to listen to advice or do as 
they are told, being ill disciplined and/or aggressive. They are often perceived as being 
harder to talk to and reluctant to express feelings. Others remarked that drug misuse 
makes it hard for boys to participate and concentrate, while some participants considered 
boys as being plert plern and more concerned with money. These factors lead to feelings 
including frustration, fear and lack of confidence, as they feel unsure how to respond. 

Many found it hard to understand and “connect” with boys. Some female staff said that 
they find boys difficult, feeling overwhelmed and intimidated. In some cases they blame 
themselves, often assuming that men have greater rapport, ability and authority. When 
working with groups of children, the balance between care and control is often a delicate 
one. These factors led some to regret that they were not allowed to punish children 
physically, and some carers felt that they too were neglected and undervalued: 

They don’t want to talk to staff … It’s hard to help them; they hide 
their feelings … Girls can speak out, so we can help them. 

They don’t listen to us! 

I feel afraid when boys get angry. 

Sometimes I feel like I want to stop working with boys. 

It’s more difficult than girls because they easily get angry and irritated. 

Boys don’t like living in the centre, so they go back to the street. 

While many of the NGOs and staff have undoubtedly achieved success in relation to 
many aspects of their work, few could share specific or detailed examples of success in 
relation to working with sexually abused boys. There is a sense that organisations are 
fulfilling many of the boys’ basic needs but that teams are “stuck” for answers or 
solutions and struggling to know what to do beyond that in relation to sexual abuse and 
related problems. However, there was no shortage of commitment and potentially 
helpful ideas, some demonstrating a deeper understanding and empathy for boys. One of 
the difficulties identified in the research is that in many cases these individuals are lone 
voices within their work setting and their opinions are not always shared by other 
colleagues and incorporated into practice. There is little evidence of organisational policy, 
plans or initiatives and few resources available. 

What Helps? 

One participant with substantial experience of working within street communities 
stressed that sexual abuse or exploitation may be just one of many difficulties that boys 
have and that a range of responses are needed when planning supports: 

                                                 
187 In a recent evaluation of SSC’s training courses, students said that they enabled them to identify the 
underlying causes of problems, by developing deeper analysis of social issues on personal, cultural and 
structural levels. Many noted profound changes in awareness, increased confidence and ability as well as a 
reduction of fear as a result of training. Roberts, J. (2007). 
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The big priority is to provide safety, so they can be in a situation 
where they will not be abused again … Educational and vocational 
skills … outreach is effective but it must be provided in a clearly 
demonstrated empathic way … Games and activities can help children 
express their experiences and feelings and open up in their own time. I 
don’t think that they need an institutional setting unless they have 
learning or physical disabilities or profound mental health problems. 

Other messages provide a firm foundation for the development of good practice: 

Time and trust … When they trust us, they will gradually tell us their 
problems. 

Do not decide for them. They have to make their own choices. 

We need to find out what they really need and encourage them to 
speak out. 

Fieldworkers need to understand how and when to talk to children. If 
we ask them directly, they will not talk … It takes time and patience. 

Boys need emotional support. 

They need a safe place to stay, and we need to provide information to 
them and their families. 

We need to let carers know more about boys’ problems and reduce the 
number of boys they look after. 

Involving the family would be an important way forward. 

We need to listen! 

Provide warmth and comfort. 

Raise awareness in the community and among local authorities, but 
do this separately with children because adults dominate. 

Schooling and educational skills. 

Most importantly, offer them warmth and be patient. 

One Cambodian NGO director with great experience of working with a range of NGOs 
offered a critical perspective on some common difficulties: 

Some NGOs get children to study, but the skills they teach are not 
what are always needed. Adults think they know best … Rehabilitation 
is not always successful due to discrimination within the community; 
people say to children, “You are the same as the abuser” … Skilled 
counsellors are important, but there are very few good ones in 
Cambodia … Sometimes students on placement provide this, but they 
are often middle class or rich people; they can’t relate to the children 
and are not effective … Peer education and counsellors would be 
better.  
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Training and Support for Staff 

While organisations in Phnom Penh appear to benefit from relatively easier accessibility 
of training, few participants had attended training in which abuse of boys was discussed 
in any detail, and they therefore struggled to relate previous learning to this subject. 
Within the same NGOs, knowledge among staff varied greatly, and responses suggested 
that, while sexual abuse may be considered a significant problem, this concern is not 
matched by adequate and coordinated support and training. Sharing of important 
information within many organisations was minimal. Some limited training and resources 
do exist that touch on this issue. However, the scenarios involving boys always depict 
abusers as foreigners, which does not tell the complete story. 

Training received in many organisations is often incomplete and does not often meet 
staff needs. While many talked about “counselling” boys, it was clear that in many cases 
the basic skills and awareness were insufficient for this to be very effective. What some 
described was in effect giving advice, often aimed at getting boys to “forget” or improve 
behaviour, telling them to “be good Cambodian boys” or “not to think about it or worry 
any more”. Interventions in relation to sexualised behaviour indicated considerable 
confusion that needs addressing.  

The impression gained from the majority of staff and carers is that they are very 
committed to their work; many appear to have sound basic skills but are often confused 
about training received and how to apply it in practice. They are generally put into 
impossible positions, in which few receive adequate information, ongoing support, 
supervision and training to meet their needs. Many feel overwhelmed by this issue and 
are, in many respects, like the boys they are striving to support: grappling in the dark, 
neglected, isolated and vulnerable. This is potentially dangerous for all. 

There are not enough staff, resources, or support networks. 

I have very little experience of boys and do not have enough 
knowledge … I am not sure what to do to help. 

Sometimes I just want to stop working with boys. 

Lack of communication and information was noted as a specific problem by some: 

It’s very difficult for me because the managers don’t tell me anything 
… They ask me to look after boys but do not tell me how to help them 
… I think that we must know about these issues so that it will be 
easier for us to help them recover. 

Another expressed worries that speaking out would result in the loss of the job but was 
also concerned that keeping silent would result in children not getting help: 

I never have any kind of support or information from the manager … I 
think I need information about the boys’ problems … I work closely 
with children and can help them get better … I should have a chance 
to join in training to develop my knowledge of how to work with boys. 

At times the support and advice that staff receives is not very helpful: 

If boys want to have sex a lot, I take them to the doctor. He advised 
me that at mealtimes I was not to give him healthy food [sic] and get 
him to play lots of sport and exercise. 
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The Cambodian director of one NGO working with children provided a very honest 
evaluation of how lack of awareness can have a significant impact upon staff morale: 

It’s very hard for staff too … We don’t know how to help and also feel 
regretful when children sell sex, get AIDS and die … Sometimes boys 
tell us they are worried … I ask “How can I help?” and they say, “You 
cannot help me” … We also feel upset … Staff don’t know what to do. 

Many reported that individual clinical supervision and support are generally not provided, 
and in places where it was available, participants often said that that it did not meet their 
needs. Opportunities for ongoing specialist consultation were rarely provided, and many 
described support meetings as “problem-focused” rather than developmental and 
supportive.  

Several creative suggestions emerged when participants were asked about the way 
forward: 

We need to get together with others doing this and share ideas to 
improve our work. 

We cannot depend on foreign solutions for this work … We need to 
look at developing specialist and joint solutions for Cambodia, 
incorporating ideas from other places. 

Training needs to include Cambodian perspectives—some training 
doesn’t and is not effective at all. 

I need to be more self-aware so that when I hear about these things, I 
can prepare myself. 

In order to do things successfully, we have to do it together. 
Individuals cannot do it alone. 

Training and other needs identified by staff can be divided into three main categories. It 
is interesting that general “work with boys” is also identified as a significant priority, as 
well as specialist training in relation to sexual abuse, similarly to other field sites:  

Sexual abuse and boys: what is sexual abuse of boys? the difference between 
consenting sex and abuse between boys; prevention, protection and reducing risk; 
impacts and effects; how to help and recovery issues; helping boys in crisis; sexualised 
behaviour; what are the needs of boys?  

Working with boys in general: how to work with boys? How to help staff and boys 
communicate and build relationships? Overcoming fear of working with boys; 
counselling and connecting with boys; group skills with boys; helping boys to talk and 
express themselves; how to support boys and help them help each other. 

Other: regular supervision meetings; helping staff with personal issues that arise as a 
result of working with sexual abuse; someone to listen and help us too—we don’t want 
advice, we want help; a forum for support; books and resources for working with boys; 
counselling training; carer training to help develop knowledge of working with boys. 

Summary and Analysis—Phnom Penh 

In many respects data from Phnom Penh were very difficult to analyse because responses 
were often contradictory within the same setting and often even within the same 
interview. The sexual abuse and exploitation of boys is a significant issue, but awareness 
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is varied. The majority of reports coming to the attention of authorities involve 
foreigners sexually exploiting and abusing boys in street-based scenarios. Abuse by 
Cambodians is very rarely reported, and this may give the impression that Cambodians 
are not a risk. This is also reinforced by the availability of materials, posters and other 
resources which highlight only foreigners as dangers. In this scenario, it is unlikely that 
abuse by non-foreigners will be interpreted as such, and children and staff are not 
equipped to respond.  

It is therefore no surprise that many participants failed to identify anyone other than 
foreigners or “gays” as responsible. The lack of awareness is likely to contribute to a 
great  deal of abuse going unnoticed publicly, despite accounts revealing that boys are 
indeed abused by Cambodians in a number of community and institutional settings.  

The void created by the lack of accurate information is often filled by so-called 
“common sense”, which results in the minimisation or denial of this problem at personal, 
organisational and structural levels. Solutions will need to address this. Many NGO staff 
defines sexual exploitation as “selling sex”. While that may on the surface appear to be 
what is happening, this terminology does not adequately describe the dynamics, 
underlying causes and “push and pull” factors and appears to dilute the seriousness with 
which abuse is viewed. Some children and young people may also believe they have 
chosen and take responsibility for their abuse, and may need working with in a different 
way than others. Poverty, lack of educational opportunities, other forms of abuse and the 
discrimination that many victims experience also contribute to their marginalisation.  

Others view abuse as not harmful if money is exchanged or if a boy does not ejaculate. 
In comparison to girls, they are not always considered as experiencing shame or loss of 
honour, and their needs are subsequently misunderstood. The belief that that the sexual 
abuse of boys is less serious than that of girls, also partly informed by cultural notions 
and expectations, underlies many responses. It is a concern that in a few cases 
participants did not consider the sexual abuse of boys as serious, indicating that some are 
not providing opportunities for boys to speak or not listening to what they are saying. 

Some boys are mocked, disbelieved or blamed by those around them, while even the 
most committed and caring individuals express difficulties understanding and relating to 
boys. They are seen as seen as invulnerable and/or difficult, and behaviour following 
abuse is often viewed as troublesome, a challenge to the authority of staff, and is very 
different from the expectations that many have of victims.  

There are pockets of awareness and good practice but care is generally partial or poor in 
many settings and characterised by confusion, lack of communication and 
misinformation. Staff who do have knowledge often feel isolated within their own 
organisations and from others with similar experiences. Others with both knowledge and 
status do not appear to pass on what they know to their staff, while little evidence exists 
that sexual abuse of boys is formally discussed within teams or many existing forums 
addressing child protection and trafficking. Established routes for boys to receive 
counselling do not appear to exist, although some participants indicated they occasionally 
make referrals to other NGOs and individuals. However, our enquiries revealed that 
agencies do not always remember receiving the boys or providing services. It seems that 
boys are slipping through the net.  

Current training related to this issue is very limited and incomplete. Supervision and 
support are in most cases either not provided or not meeting staff needs. Many expressed 
a lack of confidence because they are asked to do a difficult job with limited support and 
resources. Individuals often feel overwhelmed and unsure of what to do, and the issue is 
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therefore largely ignored. There appears to be a lack of ability and confidence among 
many in working with boys in general and sexual abuse in particular.  

Abused to Abuser? 
A significant number of participants expressed the belief that boys who have been 
abused will go on to become abusers. Experiences were shared of boys acting out 
sexually, using sexual language, masturbating excessively, being confused about abusive 
and consenting relationships, being sexually attracted to other boys or girls and/or being 
curious about sexuality and sexual activity. Some talked of boys who are known to have 
abused other children, usually in residential centres where staff awareness of the issues 
and supervision of children were not always high. In many cases there seemed to be little 
differentiation made between most of the behaviours described above (common effects 
but not necessarily abusive behaviour) and actual abuse, while knowledge and confidence 
relating to healthy sexual development were limited.  

While there is no doubt that some children and young people (who may or may not have 
experienced sexual abuse) do abuse others, few participants recognised that previous 
sexual abuse is just one of a number of risk factors. It is important to identify any child 
or young person at risk of abusing and provide appropriate support, but that needs to be 
based on a broader appreciation of the issue, sound empirical evidence and appropriate 
assessments. To date there has not been any research carried out in Cambodia in relation 
to perpetrators of sexual abuse of any age, nor, specifically, the links between sexually 
abusive experiences and later abusive behaviour. 

Graham Fordham’s important research revealed that many young people in Cambodia 
are exposed to extreme forms of hard-core pornography that teach violent and abusive 
sexual scripts. He stresses the need for research with incarcerated offenders to explore 
the extent to which this is implicated in their offences.188 I propose that research is 
urgently needed to explore the whole range of factors influencing offending behaviour, 
so that preventive and protective measures can be developed in addition to coordinated 
programmes for the treatment of sexual offenders, including adults, juveniles and other 
children.  

In the absence of accurate information and informed debate, a danger exists that the 
abused to abuser hypothesis will become considered a universal truth. In such an 
environment, there is a risk exists that the needs of male survivors would be inaccurately 
assessed and understood and therefore unlikely to be met. It would be a mistake to 
provide support and services that are driven by incomplete knowledge.  

Neither of the two participants we met who had been involved in abusing others 
disclosed that they had been sexually abused. While they are not necessarily 
representative of the abuser population and we were not assessing the risk status of 
participants, the majority of boys and men we listened to presented as being far more 
concerned with receiving help and contributing to the protection of others. It remains 
crucial that victims not be demonised and further isolated. Those working with boys 
could make a start by providing safe opportunities for them to speak so that we can listen 
and learn more about them. 

Organisational Barriers to Progress 

A number of very experienced professionals identified additional and powerful barriers 
that prevent the development of responses and progress. Several participants said that 
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many NGOs seek funding from similar sources, resulting in competition rather than 
cooperation, while some also noted a lack of collaboration and trust between faith-based 
and secular organisations. The evidence also suggests that communication about this 
issue is limited within and between organisations and teams. 

Another identified issues that may be described as “donor colonialism”: 

Donors also need educating. There is often a focus on quantity, not 
quality, and a lack of understanding of what change really means … 
There is a huge need for cultural awareness and understanding … 
Sometimes Cambodian staff are forced to do things that are not 
appropriate for Cambodians … Donors’ approaches can limit 
creativity and flexibility … Cambodian staff are hesitant to question 
donors and so give in to the higher power. 

Another participant identified donor education, political perspectives, power imbalances 
and NGO culture as key issues that need addressing: 

The feminist agenda is adopted for the right reasons, but it has 
developed into a culture of not wanting to hear from men … We are 
like puppets. Donors in effect run programmes, and we are driven by 
the agenda of someone in the USA or Europe with no sense of the 
reality of the situation. We perpetuate the cycle by staying silent … 
and nothing changes. We do research and say that government and 
community are not addressing issues … What we don’t say is that we 
are responsible too … The donor and NGO subculture is perpetuating 
the cycle. 

Another participant said that many overseas organisations set up orphanages in 
Cambodia with little acknowledgement of, or preparation for, the problems they will 
encounter, repeating mistakes often made in their own countries: 

There is never any inclusion of psycho-social support in the budgeting 
… When abuse is discovered, it’s too big to handle … Supporting 
organisations would stop funding if they knew about it, so it remains 
hidden … They “close down” and turn their backs rather than seek or 
accept help … there is a denial of abuse and a lack of responsibility … 
It’s a conspiracy of silence, and the consequences are very serious. 

Sexual abuse is a devastating experience for anyone and presents considerable personal 
and psychological barriers for individuals to overcome. It would appear that there are 
also significant organisational barriers encountered by those seeking to help survivors in 
their search for support and social justice. The power imbalances described above have a 
familiar ring. Efforts to challenge ignorance and discrimination are clearly needed.  

These problems must be addressed if initiatives are to be given any chance of succeeding. 
It is unlikely that one NGO operating on its own can meet the variety of complex needs 
presented by this population, so collaborative approaches are paramount. Research and 
practice elsewhere identify that sexually exploited young people are supported most 
effectively through coordinated inter-agency work.189 Survivors and victims need both 
powerful and empowering allies who work together.   
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General Summary of Data 
Relatively few incidents of sexual abuse and exploitation of boys are reported to the 
authorities in Cambodia, and reported incidents can not be considered the most reliable 
source of information. Victims currently have little to gain from making public their 
experiences. However, there can be little doubt that abuse is a significant problem. 
Although this study has revealed a great deal, there are still many unanswered questions. 
This study should be seen as the first step in what will be a long journey of discovery.  

The issue is characterised by lack of awareness, confusion, disbelief and denial that 
render most victims silent, vulnerable, isolated and unsupported. Where recognition does 
exist, informed and coordinated responses are hard to find; staff often lack appropriate 
training, while lack of opportunities for discussion and support leaves many feeling 
isolated and deskilled. Experiences elsewhere suggest that these are exactly the 
circumstances in which exploitation and abuse can thrive undetected in the community, 
institutions and other environments.  

The visibility of exploitation and abuse by foreign nationals is understandable, given that 
many staff and NGOs work with victims where foreigners have been involved. Far less is 
known about Khmer abusers, although accounts and anecdotal evidence suggest that 
they are not a new phenomenon nor necessarily influenced by foreign cultures. 

Boys often suffer in comparison to girls and are not considered as vulnerable or 
negatively affected. In many cases, they are viewed as a problem.   

It is clear from listening to the boys and young men in this study that a range of 
underlying and immediate vulnerability or risk factors exist for sexual abuse and 
exploitation. In many a history of abuse, disadvantage and lack of safety are the norm. 
This comment is not intended to stigmatise poor families or exclude better off and 
middle-class boys from the possibility of being victims, but is merely an observation. The 
need for more research is clear.  

It is not easy to separate sexual abuse from commercial exploitation in many cases. There 
exists what can be viewed as a spectrum ranging from what is generally called “child 
abuse” at one end to more formal “sexual exploitation” at the other. Initially many boys 
have no idea that involvement with adults will result in them being drawn into abuse or 
exploitation, and once they are, it is very difficult to extract themselves from it. Existing 
and future initiatives, if they are to be effective will need to take account of underlying 
and immediate factors. 

Underlying vulnerability factors:  

• neglect and emotional abuse; 

• physical and sexual abuse;  

• family problems, including domestic violence and family 
breakdown; 

• poverty and powerlessness; 

• lack of education and opportunities for sustainable income; 

• alcohol or drug misuse within families; 

• low awareness of sexual issues and protective knowledge; 
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• perceptions of boys as invulnerable and not able to be abused; 

• perceptions and myths perpetuating beliefs that abuse of boys 
is neither serious nor harmful. 

Immediate vulnerability factors: 

• attention from potential abusers is attractive and effective; 

• poverty and powerlessness; 

• street-based lifestyles and/or homelessness; 

• disengagement from or lack of access to education; 

• low self-esteem and expectations; 

• drug misuse and addictions; 

• peers’ involvement in sexual exploitation; 

• confusion related to sex, sexuality and identity; 

• social support in relation to sexual abuse that fails to 
understand their situation or meet their needs. 

There are major challenges for those attempting to develop routes out of sexual 
exploitation. We need to understand the potent and variable combination of factors at 
play. Boys often do not recognise their own exploitation in the initial stages and their 
previous life experiences ensure that many of them have low self-esteem, little 
confidence and a need for the attention and “love” that abusers provide. Many have little 
experience of reliable, trustworthy and supportive adults, and our research revealed a fear 
of disclosure influenced in part by intense and overwhelming shame and/or fear of the 
repercussions. Grooming behaviours lead some children and young people to believe 
that they have chosen this lifestyle. 

Some abused boys provide financial support to their families; for others, exploitation 
provides a much better lifestyle than is otherwise possible. This is interpreted by some as 
boys being plert plern; their needs are often misunderstood, leading to blame and further 
marginalisation. Exploitation may offer some possibility of independence from family or 
institutional care, while coercion by procurers, peers and abusers may be accompanied by 
a confused sense of loyalty to them.190 The sense of belonging to a community, coupled 
with the stigma of involvement in sexual exploitation, can also play a role in keeping boys 
locked into abuse and exploitation. Another significant factor for many is addiction to 
and misuse of drugs. They may feel responsible for their own abuse and will therefore 
need working with in different ways than others. 

The lack of “connection” between many boys and the adults responsible for their care 
may leave some feeling that they are better off looking after themselves. Many adult 
participants verbalised a commitment and desire for the boys to “change”. It is 
abundantly clear that, in order to achieve that, they must be prepared to do the same. 
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Recent research has found that victimised children are at greater risk of re-victimisation 
in the following year, as much as 6.9 times greater than non-abused control groups. 
Victims of multiple forms of abuse and neglect were at particularly high risk; reduction of 
victimisation was closely linked to having more friends and supportive environments. 
These findings support the need to identify high-risk children and make them priority 
targets for intervention.191

In the absence of adequate information about boys’ abuse, it is inevitable that 
comparisons are made between male and females. The predominance of information and 
expectations that girls and women are victimised means that boys are considered as 
unusual or rare victims. It has been noted previously that many consider the sexual act 
between males impossible, have never heard of it and/or do not consider it to be 
harmful. The fact that many consider that boys have little or no shame and do not 
experience loss of honour further illustrates this view. It is clear that in a society where 
heterosexuality is dominant and the male body is by definition the “penetrator” and not 
the “penetrated”, abuse of males involving penetration is more difficult to understand.  
In particular, the penetration of the anus may be problematic because the anus is an 
orifice common to males and females.192   

The view that abuse is committed only by foreigners and/or gay men is not substantiated 
by the data; much evidence exists to the contrary. It is also important to challenge the 
potentially damaging and unhelpful myth that only gay males are abused and gay men or 
boys are the perpetrators. Failure to do so will result in a lack of protection from other 
likely sources of abuse. The lack of understanding and the discrimination against males 
who identify as gay or MSM suggest that non-heterosexual victims may be considered as 
even less deserving of attention and protection.  

Some NGOs may need to review policies and underlying discriminatory attitudes 
towards boys or men who are unsure of their sexual identity or who do not identify as 
heterosexual. All victims, irrespective of their identity, have a right to protection and 
support. In an unexpected finding, the team discovered that some adult males, many of 
whom are identified as MSM, have also experienced sexual assaults and rape as well as 
childhood sexual abuse. Further research is needed to understand and inform the 
development of appropriate support for non-heterosexual victims. 

While further research is needed, on the basis of this small study it appears that 
Cambodia is essentially no different from other places: abuse of boys is most often 
perpetrated by people known to the victim, males and females, other children and young 
people, irrespective of nationality or cultural background or sexual identity. Comparison 
with global research (and also the data provided from Hong Kong and UK services) 
identifies more similarities than differences between boys in Cambodia and in other 
places, indicating that similar helping strategies, modified to suit Cambodia, may be 
useful.  

Similarities and Differences across Three Sites  

Choosing three sites for our study enabled us to triangulate and compare, observing 
differences and similarities. In Battambang, awareness of the possibility of abuse was 
considerably lower than in other sites. We can speculate as to why. It may be linked in 
part to the lack of presence of NGOs such as APLE, which are involved in identifying 
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abuse of boys in the other settings and have done so much to raise consciousness. Many 
of the NGOs also had a very narrow view of their work, focusing on children exploited 
for “labour” purposes and not regarding sexual abuse issues as part of their 
responsibility.  

Staff are also greatly influenced by the underlying dominant cultural beliefs in relation to 
males, sexuality and masculinity, which also contribute to the invisibility of this issue. 
Overall, the likelihood of male survivors receiving recognition of and support for their 
problems is very low. Referring organisations from north-west Cambodia do not appear 
to be detecting signs of abuse and passing on relevant information to Battambang 
agencies receiving referrals, suggesting that this lack of awareness is not restricted to this 
province. It is highly likely that many other rural provinces would demonstrate equally 
low levels of awareness. In circumstances where abuse is apparent within organisations, it 
is a simple fact that most of the adults around the boys do not interpret behaviour as 
being abusive or arising from abuse and feel unwilling or unable to do anything about it, 
even when it is reported. It is therefore largely ignored. Many organisations do not have 
child protection policies or strategies in place to help children develop their awareness or 
self-protective behaviours.  

The high number of relatively well-resourced NGOs in Phnom Penh working with 
sexually abused and exploited children does not necessarily equate to a dramatically 
different scenario. It can not be assumed that the greater awareness demonstrated by 
many individuals in the capital results in significantly different or more positive outcomes 
for children. In many respects a sense of inertia exists; many staff demonstrated great 
commitment but struggle to identify a way forward. It appears that in many cases a lack 
of organisational will, communication and awareness exists among senior staff; training is 
minimal and does not appear to prepare staff adequately for supporting boys.  

Therefore little evidence emerged that any of the organisations we encountered are 
meeting many of the complex needs of these boys. Pockets of awareness and good 
practice exist, but staff are invariably isolated from support, insufficiently trained or too 
busy, or organisations are not cooperating closely enough to benefit. There is a sense that 
some are waiting for something to happen, while others are paying little attention to the 
issue. Safety, privacy and confidentiality were identified as particularly important by boys, 
and in many cases there appears to be a significant gap between what boys say they need 
and what is provided.  

Relatively few NGOs are based in Sihanoukville, while a significant problem exists there 
of children at risk of abuse. The two organisations visited have worked for just four years 
in that setting. They demonstrated high levels of cooperation, communication, sharing of 
resources, information, training and respect that others elsewhere would do well to 
replicate. Their focus on outreach and community-based interventions working alongside 
families appears to have significant merit and benefits.  

The belief that boys will move from being abused to becoming abusers was in some 
cases based on knowledge of some boys in centres abusing other children, but more 
often than not was related to unspecified “training”. A clear and urgent need exists to 
develop awareness, strategies and research in relation to perpetrators of sexual abuse.   

Evidence from research and from older boys and adult men indicates that major short- 
and long-term problems are experienced in relation to a wide range of physical and 
mental health issues. This identifies the need for immediate and future support for the 
generations of male survivors that undoubtedly exist. Failure to provide this would have 
serious implications; both men and women who are victims of child sexual abuse are 
vulnerable to substance misuse, mental illness and family and relationship problems 
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during adulthood.193 Other studies have also shown a link between sexual abuse, mental 
health problems and HIV risk behaviours in a variety of populations;194 the implications 
for a range of physicians and mental health and social welfare professionals are clear.195

Masculinity as a Barrier to Progress 

Unravelling and making sense of the victimisation of males challenges perceptions that 
are almost set in stone. Organisational cultures and the individuals within them are of 
course influenced by the same factors that affect society at large. Powerful myths, beliefs 
and stereotypes related to males, power, invulnerability, masculinity, victimisation, 
honour and sexuality obscure the male victim’s experiences. They combine to shroud this 
issue in silence, isolate victims and ultimately protect perpetrators. Training that includes 
analysis of how these factors relate and influence organisational cultures, policies, 
individual practice and behaviour may help to lay a foundation for change. The 
feminisation of victimisation (and consequent masculinisation of perpetration) is just one 
significant part of the problem. In earlier work, Fordham identified the need to develop a 
deeper and more nuanced understanding of the relationship between masculinity and 
male violence.196  

That remains true, while this study has also identified the need for a deeper 
understanding of the relationship between masculinity and sexual victimisation of boys 
and men. If all victims of sexual abuse are to be afforded the recognition, protection and 
support that is their right, then this process must continue. The development of services 
and support has profound resource implications that will require a dramatic shift in 
thinking and culture. Raising awareness is only the first step, and a clear need exists for 
donors, directors, researchers and managers to embrace change if longer term needs are 
to be met.  

We also need to understand more about how biological, genetic and environmental 
factors interact to influence boys’ behaviour and recognise that a great deal of the 
socialisation of males is not good for boys or those around them. Many struggle to 
identify their emotions and manage them, while the need to be independent and self-
reliant and live up to the expectations of the man with a five-hudt chest contribute to 
their difficulties, as many in our study identified. Collectively these have the potential to 
dramatically influence help-seeking behaviour and are a huge impediment to health, well-
being and recovery. At other times boys’ behaviour is often ignored, misunderstood or 
punished.  

There is a clear need to resolve these issues, requiring us to grapple with complex views 
of masculinity and consider what it means to us and to them. If we are to do anything 
about the sexual abuse, exploitation and rape of boys and men, we must first recognise 
and accept that they exist, and doing that may require us to explore and redefine what it 
means to be male.  

Final Remarks  
Prior to beginning the training and research, I asked the Khmer members of the team for 
their impressions of this issue. Some were not sure if it was really possible for boys to be 
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abused and had not given the topic a great deal of thought. However, all were prepared 
to keep an open mind. In keeping with the team and capacity-building ethic and the 
commitment to sharing “voices”, they were later asked to write a short contribution to be 
included in the final report. These personal insights reveal the benefits of learning and 
sharing and how they can lead to positive change:  

Long Vibol: Before the research, I was not quite sure what sexual 
abuse and exploitation meant exactly; I was confused between being 
abused and not being abused. My mind was full of questions … As a 
result of hearing boys talking and staff contributing information, I 
have learned so much. Now I feel more confident in explaining this 
issue to people … I want to help boys and feel motivated to contribute 
what I can to increase people’s awareness, develop staff capacity and 
improve future research, so that boys can be supported physically, 
emotionally and spiritually.  

This research also helped me change my attitude towards MSM and 
increased my concerns for all boys, whether they have experienced 
sexual abuse or not. Boys are sexually abused by foreigners and 
Cambodians, women, men and other boys ... so staff of all levels need 
to be offered sufficient training so that they can support survivors 
effectively. Donors, government and the public also need information 
so that people’s awareness can be raised.  

Please remember to open not just your ears and eyes … but also your 
mind and heart to help our boys who have been sexually abused and 
exploited. They need us, they need to be cared for, loved, to be offered 
warmth, empathy and to be believed. 

Sok Channy: Before, I never thought that boys could be victims of 
sexual abuse. I had just heard a little through the newspapers … I 
thought they were the ones who abuse children. The research made 
me aware of many things. The pain and the vulnerability of boys … I 
never realised that MSM also got raped and that it’s not so different to 
women. The problems are not only happening to boys but it affects 
their families too. The abuse is painful for all who are victims ... boys, 
girls and MSM. This issue is not the responsibility of just one person 
or group to solve, but everyone. The sexual abuse of boys is not new 
but it seems like it at times because we are not interested in listening 
or believing.  

Teng Ponarry: I never thought that it could happen, but now I realise 
that it’s true. I have gained understanding and awareness of the 
impact and effects, boy’s feelings, the silence of their hearts and their 
need for support and for others to care. Most people think that sexual 
abuse of boys is the “normal” thing, but it’s not and there is far less 
support for them. Even though I was not working directly with them, 
it made me really sad when I was translating the field notes … 

I hope that after this research is published; you can read it and it will 
lead to a change in your thoughts and ideas so boys can get support, 
encouragement and care to help them to survive. Parents, please take 
responsibility and take care of your children because they all need 
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love, attention and care from you all. I want to say to abusers, please 
stop abusing children and treating them like animals because they 
also have feelings and pain like yours. Imagine if the person that you 
love was abused: what would you feel? So please don’t get enjoyment 
from others’ sorrow.  

Seoung Sothearwat: Before, I thought that sexual abuse happened but 
that it was not a big problem and was only perpetrated by gay men. I 
never thought that sexual abuse had such extreme effects until I 
listened to the life stories of the boys. It really surprised me; I never 
realised that all those boys experience so much pain. This study 
helped me know a lot about humans and especially children .... to 
summarise my own thoughts … I think that many adults have 
forgotten their childhood … Many traditional beliefs and values of our 
society do not help us to motivate and give empowerment and 
compassion to boys who are victims. So if you want to help boys, you 
need to ask yourself questions about traditional values and beliefs. 

Nong Socheat: There seems to be a barrier that blocks relationship 
building between some staff and boys, and it seems to isolate them 
from us … People usually see things from the outer cover … but pain, 
shame and hopelessness in life generally stay deep inside their heart 
because it’s not easy for them to express it … 

Boys lack solutions, care and opportunities to disclose; they are not 
confident in the people around them; they feel shame and regret, 
blame themselves and dare not express emotions to others because 
they are supposed to be future men, to be strong (not soft and tearful). 
This seems to make them hide what has happened even more, and 
their problems are not solved. Working with boys is also really 
difficult, especially things to do with boys’ behaviour. That is why 
many people get tired of them and become impatient when building 
relationships with them and instead, power is used …  

I hope that society and particularly all the organisations working with 
children, as well as adults, focus on these issue... all victims of sexual 
abuse - men or women, boys or girls - have pain and honour which can 
be lost and they need to be cared for and loved equally. 

Oung Syphat: Before working for the research, I thought that it might 
not happen because they were boys; they could not get abused like 
girls. I wondered how they could get abused and what factors caused 
abuse. I wanted to see what the truth was! As a result, I can see that it 
is true … Many boys in Cambodia experience sexual abuse and 
exploitation. I want people and society to accept, to know, and to be 
ready to help them urgently. I hope that in future Khmer society will 
help protect and care for both boys and girls and recognise the 
importance of having compassion for vulnerable boys and understand 
that it is not their fault. 

Alastair Hilton: Perhaps boys in Cambodia are not so different to boys 
in other places in the world. The masks they wear, fixed in place by 
cultural expectations and stereotypes, hide many realities. Boys are 
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not always easy to relate to and can be a challenge to understand … 
It’s not easy to predict what they are like.  

The external image of calmness, often personified by a smile, may 
mask the “warrior” within. The boy who “doesn’t listen” may also be 
the boy who longs for someone to hear his voice. The boy who avoids 
school may also dream of being a scholar. The boy who teases, bullies 
and fights could also be the boy who cries alone and considers taking 
his own life. Some boys seek sexual relationships with girls, some with 
other boys, while others seek no sexual relationships at all. The boy 
who has learned that he must obey and respect adults might also 
wonder why some adults beat him, abuse him or laugh at his 
misfortune.  

The “lazy” boy who sleeps a lot may also be the one who is 
emotionally numb and who can’t understand why he feels this way. 
The boy, who is now a grown man, might feel as vulnerable as he was 
when he was twelve. The boy who courageously tells of his pain and 
shameful secret may also be the one who is confused by the lack of 
others’ concern … for he is “gold” after all. 

Kong Sokhem: During the research, there were many things going on 
in my brain and heart … sometimes I was horrified and felt regret, 
pain and confusion when listening to boys’ stories. It is not easy to 
help them express what’s in their mind. Most people think that boys 
cannot be shy or scared to talk like girls, but they are wrong. The 
research helped me to understand many things … the reasons these 
things happen to boys, that it is not their choice and is not the result of 
them being plert plern … 

I learned that they struggle to hide their emotions and have to try to 
“act like a man”, which is expected by family and society. They need 
support and attention from people around them … They want and 
need to speak out, to cry and show their pain and sorrow. Are they 
able to do this? Can society accept this? Can you as parents, brothers, 
sisters and carers show them respect? Can you give them value, listen 
and believe what boys say? 
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CHAPTER FIVE: RECOMMENDATIONS 
Prior to giving recommendations, it may be useful to consider what others in this field 
regard as key elements in service provision. Finding so-called models of care that 
respond to boys’ needs is not easy because of the shortage of services, particularly in this 
region. Internationally few obvious examples of specialist support exist. This is not an 
exhaustive summary, and those wishing to learn more can refer to the reference section 
of this report. It may be useful to consider how some of these ideas might be 
incorporated into programme design, service development and personal practice in 
Cambodia, merging with previously identified good practice and suggestions from staff in 
the three sites. Future developments should integrate evaluation and dissemination of 
successful outcomes as a basis of future practice, for the benefit of all concerned.  

Residential and Community Care as Options 

Research suggests that it is extremely rare to find a residential institution for children that 
fully respects children’s rights and offers adequate conditions for child development. 
While they may be necessary in some instances, they tend to lead to segregation from 
communities, discrimination and stigma; contact with parents (where they exist) decays 
over time, while child abuse of all kinds is common.197 Residential institutions are often 
criticised for failing to respond adequately to the psychological needs of children, many 
of whom experience considerable problems adjusting to life outside.  

David Tolfree identifies the need for the development of more preventive approaches 
designed to help children remain in their own or extended families, preventing 
separation, or to be placed with an alternative family within the community.198 Preventive 
approaches may include material support, provision of day-care facilities or clubs, 
educational support and the raising of community awareness. Experiences in alternative 
care suggest that placement within a family setting is almost always preferable to 
institutional care. Residential care, where it is suitable, needs to avoid the pitfalls of 
breeding dependence. To be effective, residential centres need to have clear admission 
procedures, be time-limited and integrated with other programmes. 

Fostering and Kinship Care Programmes 

Large centres in Cambodia are commonly built to respond to a variety of social 
problems, although a number of fostering or alternative care programmes have also been 
developed. They include schemes in which children are fostered within institutions, more 
like group care homes, and fostering within families in the community. Kinship care 
schemes may be a similar arrangement worth exploring, involving members of a child’s 
existing family supported by staff. Fostering and kinship care in itself may not be 
appropriate in all cases, because failure rates can be high and risks of exploitation exist. 
However, research in developing countries suggests that it can be successful when firmly 
embedded in the community and a shared commitment towards protection and care is 
present. Adequate preparation and support of carers and inclusion of children in the 
process also enhance the possibility of success. A recent overview of foster care 
programmes in Cambodia did not identify a specific model but found that, in the short 
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term at least, such programmes provide a range of benefits, including to former victims 
of trafficking and street children, when compared with institutional care.199

There may be a reluctance to foster boys in some cases, which may be overcome by 
specialist training and ongoing support, as identified elsewhere in this report. Some older 
boys and young men may prefer to live alone or in small groups, supported by 
sympathetic adults within the community and/or staff attached to NGOs.  

Existing Models of Care for Sexually Exploited and Abused Boys 

Research confirms that sexually exploited young people have a range of needs in 
common with other disadvantaged youngsters, including those who are homeless, living 
in poverty, have issues of substance misuse or whose health is at risk through lack of 
awareness.200  

Therefore care needs to be taken when developing approaches that are not specific to 
sexual exploitation that they not stigmatise and isolate individuals, resulting in under-use. 
Shaw and Butler argue for a holistic response to a variety of needs in order to avoid this 
stigma.201 For organisations, this indicates the importance of developing collaborative 
relationships.  

Existing services in the UK promote confidentiality and a commitment to partnership 
with children. Safety, empowerment and early intervention are described as core values, 
while flexibility in providing a range of individual and group interventions, including 
effective use of outreach, has proved successful.202 Key features of effective programmes 
include easy access, special attention, assertive outreach and advocacy.203 It may be 
possible to use elements of such approaches to suit Cambodia. It is also clear that 
appropriate interventions need to be made based upon thorough and accurate 
assessments, including a distinction between ongoing street-based sexual exploitation and 
familial or other forms of abuse; some needs will overlap, but specific differences exist. 
Other themes that emerge from successful work elsewhere highlight the importance of 
participatory approaches, safety, privacy, private spaces, flexibility and non-judgmental 
attitudes of staff, mirroring the stated needs of boys in our study. 

Engaging Boys and Young Men 

The diversity of boys’ experiences means that prevention and support programmes will 
have to be equally diverse and creative. Commenting on the situation in the UK, Durham 
suggests that existing unprofessional and unhelpful responses require a radical rethink. 
He identifies a range of prevention initiatives that need developing to reflect the reality of 
boys’ situations and also suggests that telephone help lines may be a useful way for males 
to access help.204  

The value of help lines in attracting males, due to the anonymity and confidentiality, has 
long been accepted in other settings. In relation to physical and mental health issues, 
Lloyd identified that specific targeting of males and private and discreet services can be 
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very effective. 205 He also suggests that males are often more receptive to help when they 
are in crisis, so services may need to be flexible. At a recent presentation in Phnom Penh, 
the merit of help lines was also confirmed by a local NGO providing HIV/AIDS 
support services, 79 percent of its calls identified as coming from males aged 15–24.206  

Considering the difficulties that many staff participants in the study expressed about 
connecting with or understanding boys, lessons may be learned from specialists working 
in related fields and adapted for use. In a variety of sites, including south-east Asia, the 
effectiveness of high energy activities, focusing on self-care and prevention, are noted, 
while stand-alone services and separate hours for adolescent boys proved effective in 
some settings.207  

The WHO also identified that boys often approach services in relation to other issues. 
An emerging trend was the realisation of the hidden nature of many boys’ needs and 
problems, which often become known only after months of contact, suggesting that 
patience, openness to longer term approaches, flexibility and creativity are important in 
effective programme design. Echoing our findings, specific difficulties working with boys 
included lack of awareness of boys’ needs by programmes, communities and families, a 
lack of resources and trained staff and limited ideas. All regions noted the need for 
support programmes for victims of sexual assault.  

Key Themes in Recovery 

Many contributions identify the importance of support services reflecting that there is no 
quick fix, simple formula or linear model to recovery. There is a need for easily accessed 
services and opportunities to leave and return for help at significant times. Many note the 
importance of long-term availability of services and the unhelpfulness of time-limited 
responses. Other suggestions include a diversity of user-friendly services that are non-
stigmatising and which avoid pathologising individuals. True flexibility requires that 
support should be based on survivors’ needs, not those of the organisation or staff.   

The need for longer term options is also noted by Crowder, as well as the importance of 
a theoretically diverse approach rather than relying on one therapeutic model. Her 
research with 41 specialist therapists identified the importance of client-focused, client-
paced work that recognises the survivors as the experts in their experiences, thus 
empowering them to make choices.208  She also asserts the importance of self-care 
strategies for helpers, carers and supporters, including supervision and peer support.  

Safety and empowerment are described as the “guiding principles’’ of recovery by 
Cresswell,209 while safety is described as the central task of the first stage of recovery in 
the classic text of Judith Herman.210 In relation to both the provision and the perception 
of safety, she proposes that “no other therapeutic work can possibly succeed if safety has 
not been adequately secured”. Safety and trust within the therapeutic relationship are also 
taken up by Spiegel, who suggests that helpers must not rely merely upon reassurances, 
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but are required to “furnish the survivor with the experience of it”. He also identifies it as 
imperative for helpers have a working knowledge of the dynamics and effects most 
commonly associated with sexually abused boys.211 These are important principles that 
should form the basis of helpers’ and supporters’ approaches, whether individually or 
institutionally based.  

Many other specialists’ work shares similar themes, specifically in relation to counselling 
and therapy for male survivors. Nyman and Svensson describe important “stepping 
stones” in their work with boys, including “describing the abuse”, “expressing feelings”, 
“saying no and setting boundaries” and “acceptance”.212 They echo the work of Lew, 
describing the “components of recovery”, which include “breaking silence”, “learning to 
set and achieve reasonable goals”, the “learning of positive coping skills” (including 
ending addictive behaviours) and “mobilisation of social support”. He also describes one 
of the cornerstones of recovery as self-appreciation, a rare characteristic of abused boys.  

Resilience, Recovery and Prevention 

The benefit of developing resilience in children213 by offering prevention programmes in 
schools and other settings has been noted.214 Initiatives currently operating in the UK 
include the SEAL (Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning) programme, including 
materials such as “Don’t Suffer In Silence”.215 While it does not cover sexual abuse, it 
could easily be modified or merged with existing resources such as those developed by 
local NGOs M’lop Tapang, Friends International, Chab Dai and Hagar.216 An evaluation 
of the SEAL programme found that, where it had been fully implemented, there was a 
major impact on children’s well-being, confidence, social and communication skills and 
relationships.217  

Fundamental building blocks that underpin resilience have been identified as a secure 
base (somewhere children feel secure and feel that they belong), self-esteem (feeling 
competent and an internal sense of worth) and self-efficacy (having an understanding of 
personal strengths and weaknesses and a sense of mastery and control). Protective 
factors within families include family interactions that are warm, cohesive and 
supportive.218

                                                 
211 Spiegel, J. (2003) 

212 Nyman, A. and Svensson, B. (1997) 

213 The everyday meaning of the word resilience extends to anything that “bounces back”. In psychology 
it describes springing back from serious adversity, like abuse, war or natural disasters. Resilience is 
demonstrated if a person copes with terrible misfortune and lives a relatively successful life as defined by 
mental health, including success in schooling, work and relationships.  

214 Bouvier, P. (2003) 

215 SEAL (2007) 

216 M’lop Tapang has developed books, games and a short film addressing sexual exploitation. The 
Friends International Child Safe® programme has developed a range of tools for use with children, while 
Chab Dai, in partnership with the Stairway Foundation, has the “Good Boy” film and tools. In the light of 
findings from this research, future resources will need to be amended and/or developed to include the 
possibility of abuse by non-foreign perpetrators, women and other children. The Hagar “Protective 
Behaviours Programme”, which addresses child protection and safety related to both adults and children, is 
also available.  

217 Hallam, S. et al. (2006) 

218 Daniel, B. et al. (1999) 

 

“I thought it could never happen to boys”   175



 

 

 

Resilience and coping strategies are key factors in recovery from abuse. Prendergast 
found 10 crucial features in sexually abused males, including having an important adult in 
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their life with whom to discuss issues, strong and positive self-esteem and several real 
friends in one’s peer group.219 In recent years, biological science has proposed a new 
hypothesis, identifying resilience as created by an interaction of the environment and 
particular genes. 220

It can appear quite confusing for helpers and supporters, faced with so many potential 
difficulties and choices of how to help boys and young men. Whatever the preferred 
model or approach, it remains important not to lose sight of what the boys from this 
study identified as the most important things they needed from helpers:  

Safety and protection; empowerment and choices; empathy; 
confidentiality and trusting relationships; to be accepted, believed, 
listened to and not judged; to be loved and encouraged; for others to 
respect our rights and to be cared for by patient and gentle people; a 
voice. 

Descriptions of Models and Recommendations 
The diverse experiences of boys and young men affected by sexual abuse ensure that 
development of a range of appropriate and sensitive responses presents considerable 
challenges for all concerned. It demands a long-term commitment to and must be built 
on a foundation of core principles and good practice. While a clear need exists for the 
growth of specialist skills and support, consideration needs to be given to how that may 
be incorporated within or developed alongside currently available services. There is no 
need to develop new and separate services in many instances. It may be better to expand 
and build on existing programmes that will also help address the range of issues specific 
to males. Therefore the continued involvement and cooperation of a range of existing 
service providers and NGOs remains paramount.  

This study has identified a number of guiding principles and best practice guidelines to 
steer the development of services, which can be observed in the diagram below. 
Description is provided in the following pages. 

Guiding Principles 

Consistent messages emerged from the boys in the study regarding their needs. These 
should be recognised as fundamental to support and incorporated in a significant way as 
core values in policies, goals and actions within existing and future initiatives. This will 
require a consideration and exploration what they really mean and how they relate to 
each other when put into individual and organisational practice. Teams and individuals 
will need to reflect on each of these principles and consider what they will look like for 
them to guide work rather than be seen as optional extras:  

• safety 

• empowerment and choices 

• empathy   

• confidentiality 
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• trusting relationships 

• protection 

• recognition 

• respect 

• a voice 

• acceptance  

• being non-judgmental 

• love, belonging and affection 

Organisations need to be acutely aware of these themes to ensure that they are an integral 
part of services. For example, empowerment through individual and group support is 
vital, but so too is empowerment in organisational structure and decision making. Are 
survivors really involved in making decisions and encouraged to provide feedback? Are 
staff and carers enabled to do the same? The establishment of safety, both physical and 
psychological, is directly linked to empowerment. Boys in our study often experienced a 
huge gulf between their own power and that of adults. Our study shows that reliability 
and trustworthiness of adults are of paramount importance to them, so how are these 
key themes genuinely incorporated into practice? What do they look like and how are 
they communicated and demonstrated to children?  

In regard to confidentiality, many organisations have policies, but comments of some 
boys suggest that its meaning is either misunderstood or not respected. In order for boys 
to be accepted and experience non-judgmental attitudes, organisations and staff need to 
explore and challenge beliefs and stereotypes about exploitation and abuse of boys and 
their relationship to “sex work” and “sex sellers” and develop genuine empathetic 
responses. Empathy is described as a cardinal component of therapy and support by 
Spiegel, who suggests that it can and should be sustained throughout the therapeutic 
process but also be employed as a preparatory measure in working with sexually abused 
males.221 Embracing all these guiding principles will require self-reflection and an 
openness and personal commitment to learning and change. SSC’s experiences of 
providing a range of training initiatives highlights the immense benefits of developing 
personal and professional self-awareness and appreciation of core values.222  

Best Practice Guidelines 

Suggestions for future initiatives embrace best practice guidelines, incorporating ideas, 
suggestions and lessons from participants as well as ideas now enshrined within 
international child and human rights conventions.223 Similarly, teams and organisations 
may need to explore what these mean in practice in relation to boys and young men. 
They are briefly described below: 
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Family and community-based where possible: Assistance is built upon the 
development of firm relationships within families and communities, incorporating client-
centred and strength-based approaches, and related to reducing risk, prevention, 
protection and support within the family. Communities can also be involved in 
ownership and development of awareness, including schools, pagodas and other 
institutions. This approach challenges some of the root causes of sexual abuse and 
exploitation and strengthens children’s resilience and integrity through child-friendly 
measures in the home, schools and wider community.   

Seeing the whole person: This recognises that the boy has more about him than just 
abuse and is someone who has potential, strengths and rights to a normal life that is not 
categorised or defined by it. Boys in our study emphasised being able to get on with life 
at school or work, having friends and not being reduced to the state of victim, a point 
echoed in other important research.224  

Client-centred and strength-based: Each boy has a unique history and needs.  There is 
no “one size fits all” and no one intervention that should be considered as more effective 
than all others. Survivors should be considered as the experts in their recovery and 
actively encouraged and empowered to express their needs, receive support and achieve 
their potential with dignity.  

Embracing child and human rights approaches: This requires the addressing of root 
causes through the development of participatory and enabling policies and procedures 
that place children at the heart, recognising them as rights holders and social actors, 
including their involvement in research and planning, development and monitoring of 
policies and programmes. It recognises governments as primary duty bearers, while 
viewing parents and families as the primary care givers and supporting them in that role.  

Anti discriminatory practice: Services should not discriminate against individuals based 
on their identity, whether related to sex, age, ethnicity, ability, sexual preference, religion, 
lifestyle choices, educational background or other factors. Meaningful efforts should be 
made to address discriminatory and negative attitudes within staff teams and 
organisations, enabling all service users to have equal opportunities to access support.  

Boy- and male-friendly techniques: The provision of safe, sensitive and appropriate 
services requires us to learn and appreciate how cultural and gender beliefs and 
stereotypes isolate boys from support and how these obstacles may be overcome. This 
requires the development of specialist skills, positive attitudes, inclusive and flexible 
approaches, confidence and tools that encourage the involvement of boys, in places and 
at times that they feel comfortable with, as an alternative to existing “deficit models”. 

Coordinated and collaborative approaches: Sexual abuse potentially affects all aspects 
of a boy’s life. Initiatives will require a pooling of resources, ideas and solutions, 
involving donors, NGOs, government and individuals. Existing services have a 
considerable role to play, while there is also a need for specialist roles and initiatives that 
build on existing strengths. Donors will need encouragement to resource experimental 
and innovative projects both prior to and after abuse.  

Staff training, supervision, capacity building, support and self-care: These are 
needed as a cornerstone of new and existing initiatives to build knowledge, skills and the 
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confidence to use them. Continuing staff support and self-care strategies are required to 
strengthen the work. 

Reflective practice, evaluation and action research: Because no specific services 
currently exist, any initiatives should incorporate evaluation and action research methods. 
Findings should be shared with donors, practitioners and the public to inform future 
services and policy  

Types of Intervention to Meet Needs 

Prevention 
Raise awareness utilising existing and newly established methods and networks among 
communities and the public, children and families, donors, organisations, staff and 
government. A crucial element will be a focus on challenging prevalent myths and beliefs 
about boys and abuse, while building understanding of the reality. Additional measures 
should include: 

• expanded self-protective work with boys, including use of peer 
education, support programmes and safe social activities that 
address issues specific to boys; 

• development of realistic alternatives and routes to avoid the 
need to earn money through sexual exploitation;  

• safe spaces available 24 hours a day for boys to escape abusive 
situations; 

• family work to address child protection issues, encourage 
positive parenting of boys and identify and reduce risks related 
to abuse and exploitation; 

• family work to address underlying structural causes of 
economic and social inequality and related problems; 

• development of effective child protection policies in all 
institutions, including training staff to identify and intervene 
when risks are evident and guidelines in relation to potential 
abuse of boys by adults but also other children and young 
people;  

• peer education and support in relation to sexual health, 
relationships, rights and responsibilities, including positive 
sexuality; 

• NGOs’ development of resources, publicity materials and tools 
in relation to sexual abuse of boys that depict the reality (not 
only focusing on foreign abusers), also utilising broadcasting 
and other media. 

• expansion of local and international collaboration to identify 
and prevent perpetrators from abusing boys; 

• easily accessible and anonymous information, support and 
referrals for boys and parents, e.g. helpline. 
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Recovery and Support 
Following discovery of abuse and exploitation, every effort should be made to respond 
as quickly as possible, offering information about a range of flexible options. It is 
important that an all or nothing approach be avoided and boys have the time to think 
and opportunities to leave or return for support at any time. As a result of their 
experiences, many children do not trust or respect adults, and it will take time to earn 
that. Patience, choice, child-friendly approaches and easily accessible services are 
paramount, including: 

• accurate and comprehensive assessments of risk and need; 

• sensitive medical support; 

• support with legal issues; 

• safe spaces with time to think and be listened to; 

• client-centred and strength-based counselling options that 
respond to the expressed short- and long-term needs of the 
boy; 

• plans for flexible therapeutic work;225 

• a range of support groups and peer support;  

• life skills for boys (assertiveness, decision making, coping 
skills); 

• educational/vocational training and support to help boys 
develop realistic routes out of sexual exploitation; 

• easily accessible places offering privacy and confidentiality; 

• trained, motivated and skilled workers and carers; 

• help with addictions; 

• specialised and sensitive help with more acute physical and 
mental health problems; 

• accurate information about abuse and recovery; 

• family support to help parents understand and develop 
protective and supportive skills, promote confidentiality and 
help them with their own feelings; 

• support and information groups for parents and carers; 
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• anonymous helpline services. 

Advocacy to Ensure Best Practice 
Advocacy is strongly associated with human rights and empowerment-based approaches 
to meeting needs.226 Having established that effective support for young people has to 
involve a range of agencies and NGOs, it is important to recognise that many children 
may have been failed or neglected by previous services; therefore a key role of staff and 
carers is to ensure that they can advocate for the support they need. Of course, this may 
lead to tension between organisations. However, an important part of the work is to 
develop and maintain effective protocols and practices that keep the needs and interests 
of the children at the heart of things. Advocacy can play a vital role in that. Involving 
children in the development of services and giving them a voice helps them build the 
skills and confidence necessary to become self-advocates in time.  

Personal practice within social work and experiences elsewhere indicate that there may be 
significant turning points or “tipping points” in people’s lives, in which advocacy for the 
right kind of support at the right time can be particularly important. This may include 
advocacy for education, accommodation, health care, legal protection or against 
discrimination. In many respects, it is not possible to meet the needs of children, or 
indeed any disempowered person, without advocating on their behalf at some point. It 
will need to take place with the following: 

• the public; 

• police and criminal justice system; 

• professional groups (e.g. doctors, psychiatrists); 

• donors; 

• organisations and staff; 

• coalitions, coordination forums and networks; 

• children’s protection networks;  

• educational institutions and authorities; 

• government; 

• media organisations (to ensure privacy, confidentiality and 
accurate presentation of the issue); 

Advocacy can also include education of these groups to understand the causes of sexual 
abuse and proposals on how their sector can respond. 

Implications for Current Programmes 

Boys involved in or at risk of sexual abuse and exploitation have multiple difficulties, and 
it is therefore no surprise that many are attracted to the attention provided by potential 
abusers. Therefore more is needed than just making services available. Services need to 
be flexible and responsive, provided in safe environments by people who take the time to 
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build strong relationships. Scott and Skidmore identify that services need to provide a 
different kind of attention, or an “antidote” to the attention offered by unsafe adults.227 
They add that in situations where children are regularly exploited and abused, services 
need to offer a “hook” to tempt a young person out of unsafe relationships into safer 
ones. This requires a client-centred approach focusing on the issues that really matter to 
the boys. The recommendations below are not exhaustive but represent key steps in 
developing more awareness and male-friendly responses and services: 

Make time to explore underlying attitudes, awareness and experiences in relation to 
sexual abuse of boys, identifying strengths, alliances and areas of need to develop current 
provision. Actively include all staff in this process, especially carers and others who 
spend most time with boys. 

Review current practice in relation to boys and sexual abuse, utilising guiding principles 
related to boys’ needs and best practice to develop action plans that respond to identified 
gaps. 

Carry out training and support needs assessments with staff and share these with 
donors and others concerned. 

Develop case management systems with named workers who can coordinate and 
provide ongoing support for boys. 

Develop well-resourced and effective ongoing support and supervision for staff, 
including that which identifies the different needs of men and women. 

Expand training programmes to include specific male-related issues, providing 
opportunities for staff and management to develop skills in responding to boys’ stated 
needs—linked to supervision and support. 

Broaden existing programmes and/or add programmes and/or specialist staff to 
address boys’ needs and drive the development of this work. 

Provide opportunities for boys to have a voice and become involved in service 
development. 

Provide time and nominate individuals to become part of a wider forum to inform 
the continual development of services for this group. This may be existing networks or 
new initiatives.  

Initiate evaluation models to inform the development of new approaches and services, 
with a direct link to training, support and supervision.  

Organisations currently providing therapeutic support or training in relation to boys may 
need to enhance their services based on the findings of this research. 

Organisations currently utilising tools or information that reflect only abuse by foreign 
nationals will need to amend and develop their resources to include Cambodian 
perpetrators within communities, families and institutions.   

New or Enhanced Programmes 

While many of the needs of boys may be met by existing organisations, some specialised 
and new services have been identified. They incorporate ideas, suggestions and emerging 
themes from this study but also others relating to successful practice elsewhere. The 
guiding principles already outlined provide the foundation for these to be built or 
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enhanced. It will be important to provide a range of high quality options and choices for 
support and care that can be evaluated over time to discover the most effective. Some 
may be provided within existing settings where similar services may already operate. 
Management, staff and donors will need to be wholeheartedly committed to this flexible 
approach. In some instances it may be possible to pilot ideas in target provinces. 

Generic drop-in centres in which staff are trained to respond to the needs of this 
group. They need to be easily accessible but also provide privacy and confidentiality. 

Generic day programmes that offer access to a range of activities including education, 
vocational skills, recreation to broaden horizons, outward-bound retreats, social and life 
skills development, arts, drama etc. 

Assertive outreach targeting boys on their home ground or where they feel 
comfortable; provide named workers to identify high-risk children and focus preventive 
and protective efforts on them.  Additional resources to work with families where needs 
are identified. 

Twenty-four-hour availability of safe spaces where boys may go to take time out, 
think, consider options and choices, have a meal, sleep etc. 

Develop realistic alternatives to earning money through sexual exploitation once 
trusting relationships have been built, based on needs and strengths, including providing 
access to education and work. 

Peer support opportunities with the involvement of boys and/or young men who have 
escaped abusive situations, including befriending programmes and forums to feed into all 
development and advocacy efforts  

Drug misuse and addiction services in coordination with others, with intensive 
follow-up support post-detoxification, including relapse prevention programmes. 

Telephone help line for boys to access crisis support, information, advice and 
referrals. This may involve new initiatives and/or take place in partnership with other 
current providers of such services. This needs to link up with NGOs and trained staff in 
all provinces to provide a range of similar community-based services. This should also be 
available to offer support to families and supporters of boys. 

Specialist teams to provide counselling and group support to boys and ongoing 
training, supervision, consultation and evaluation of services for staff. 

Multi-agency forums focusing on this issue to develop partnerships, practice and 
awareness and provide regular access to group supervision. Their brief should include the 
development of networks with regional (Asian) and international specialists and the 
Cambodian government. 

Resource centres and libraries within existing settings for staff, developing a pool of 
specialised resources including Khmer language online resources  

Following research, a range of service choices need to be developed for older boys and 
men living in the community who are beyond the reach of current services. 

Early intervention with children, young people and adolescents with harmful sexual 
behaviours or who are perpetrators of sexual abuse.  

Ongoing research programmes identified below under the subheading 
“Recommendations for Specific Research” 
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Residential Settings 

A common response to social problems in Cambodia is to place a person within a 
“centre”. But where possible, community-based options are favoured. Decisions in 
relation to where a child lives should be based on several factors: an assessment of needs, 
balancing risk and protection from further abuse; choice; the stated and identified needs 
of boys; and best practice principles. Prolonged residential care negatively impacts on the 
ability of children to reintegrate into society. Therefore the following accommodation 
recommendations are made, in order of preference, taking into account all these 
elements. 

At Home with Family or Extended Family  
a) Support to the child to enable him to be part of normal community activities (school, 
college etc.) or enabling him to learn skills that will help him earn money and have a 
valued role in the family and community. Help developing social skills, coping strategies 
and other identified needs.  

b) Support to the family to enable them to provide support and empathy to prevent 
abuse or following abuse. Respond to identified issues of need and risk, including 
underlying problems.  

c) Easy access to additional support services, which may be a combination of day centre 
drop-in centre, access to named case worker, counselling etc. 

Specialist and Community-Based Foster Care 
Where it is not possible for a child to live with his own family, either in the short or long 
term, specialist foster care programmes based (maximum two to four placements) in the 
community are recommended. Depending upon circumstances, this may provide short-
term care—returning children to their own families—shared care at times of crisis or 
longer term options. Regular contact with families of origin should be promoted and 
facilitated unless there are significant child protection concerns.  

a) This will require specialist training and support to be developed for carers to enable 
them to respond with confidence to the range of boys’ problems. Carers will need 
specific and regular training and support. Regular reviews of placements and assessments 
of ongoing need should take place. 

b) Separate support workers for children and carers should be made available to promote 
the child’s needs while balancing those of carers. 

c) Support for the child to enable him to be part of normal community activities should 
be provided as described above.  

d)  Separate placements for younger and older boys may need to be considered based on 
developmental needs, risk and vulnerability.  

e) Carers with specialist skills may be required for boys with specific needs such as severe 
traumatic responses, disability etc.  

f)   Foster-care programmes should be monitored and evaluated regularly. 

Small Supported Housing Projects for Older Boys and Young Men 
It may be appropriate in some cases for older boys and young men to be provided with 
additional support beyond the age at which services would usually cease. Their needs may 
best be met by small shared housing options within the community, providing leaving 
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care and/or tenant support, independent living skills etc.  This might be supported by a 
combination of community services and outreach, as described above.  

Small Specialist Residential Homes or Carers  
Placements within institutional settings should be avoided unless there are special 
emergency or acute needs that can not be met elsewhere. These may, for example   relate 
to severe mental or physical health problems caused by sexual abuse or exploitation. 
Therefore small specialist places of safety may be required with clear admission criteria 
and possible return to the alternatives outlined above. Privacy and confidentiality would 
have to be stringent. The support provided would include: 

a) Crisis responses in a safe space, including access to sensitive medical and other services 
following abuse. 

b) Short-term support with the goal of returning to community-based life as soon as 
possible—to continue life as normal and to be as integrated as possible to avoid 
becoming institutionalised. 

c) Specialised and flexible support offered by named workers as described above: day 
centre, drop-in, counselling, and peer support 

d)  Highly trained, motivated and supervised staff. 

All services need an evaluative and action research component built in to feed continually 
back into the development of support for boys and staff. Information should be fed back 
through publications including online resources, training and supervision forums. This 
will inform practice on a wider scale and also act as a vehicle for further advocacy. 

Additional Recommendations  

Training, Awareness Raising and Support for Staff 

Evidence-based training needs to be targeted and shared with those at all levels of 
responsibility and experience, including directors, managers, team leaders and others 
providing training, clinical supervision and support. A culture of awareness that addresses 
the broader issues of management as well as intervention responses needs to be 
encouraged at all levels—personal, cultural and systemic—if meaningful long-term 
change is to be achieved. While raising awareness can be viewed as the first step, staff 
needs continuing support to enable them to develop effective and meaningful ways of 
working with boys and their families and supporters, while more senior or experienced 
staff also needs help to develop their capacity to provide it. Training, support and 
supervision should be viewed as a vital prerequisite and fundamental cornerstone of 
creating a safe environment for staff and boys.  

SSC trainers were included in the research team to play a key role in the development of 
new initiatives. Recommendations for training providers in relation to awareness, training 
and support: 

• Amend existing basic social work courses to include key 
elements from this study. 

• Develop a range of specialist courses and modules for working 
with sexually abused boys. These might include: defining and 
identifying abuse; responding sensitively to disclosure; 
masculinity and cultural influences; sexual abuse, shame and 
honour; child protection work; impacts and effects; counselling 
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skills, tools and plans for supporting male survivors; dealing 
with disbelief and denial; working with families of abused 
children; support and self-care strategies for staff; evaluating 
practice.  

• Develop stand alone training for individual teams and NGOs, 
following a training needs assessment. This will include a 
significant “‘policy and practice development” element, 
incorporating organisational action plans and evaluations that 
can be followed up by the trainers at regular intervals 

• Develop basic awareness-raising toolkits for use in 
organisations and communities. Previous participants of SSC’s 
basic social work course could be invited to return for 
preparatory training, so that they could learn how to use this 
material. The toolkits would be designed to stand alone but 
also prepare staff for further training 

• Develop specific modules in relation to supervision and 
support for staff working with sexual abuse issues.  

• In partnership with others, develop regular opportunities for 
group supervision and support programmes for staff in this 
area. 

• In partnership with others, develop a range of specialist 
resources and research materials in libraries that can be easily 
accessed. 

• In partnership with others, develop a Khmer-language web site 
on male survivor issues to support staff and organisations in 
their continued development. 

• Develop a collaborative forum to drive the development of work 
with males among staff and awareness within local 
communities.  

• In collaboration with others, contribute to training that 
increases understanding of child protection issues and policy 
development in the widest context, equipping staff to respond 
appropriately, effectively and confidently. 

• Increase awareness and provide training in relation to working 
with adult males, including MSM who are survivors of sexual 
abuse.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

A clear need exists for more research into a range of issues relating to the sexual abuse 
and exploitation of males. This explorative study has answered some questions but 
identified many others in relation to Cambodia, which are identified below. The literature 
summary also provided insight into the range of studies carried out in other settings, 
some of which may be replicated to inform the growing body of knowledge and 
positively influence the development of prevention and support for all victims and 
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survivors. It is important that all children benefit from future research—that minorities, 
including children with disabilities, are not marginalised. Research needed includes: 

• Risk factors, influences, the nature, prevalence and dynamics of 
sexual abuse of boys in a wider range of locations, including 
Poipet, Siem Reap and rural provinces. This should also 
include efforts to identify abuse within the middle class and 
other community settings. 

• Prospective and longitudinal studies relating to impact and 
effects, including sexuality and gender confusion, recovery, 
development of positive coping strategies and resilience in 
boys experiencing abuse. Put simply: what helps them recover? 

• Families following sexual abuse of boys to explore and enhance 
protective and preventive behaviours and support following 
abuse.  

• The links between victimisation and subsequent abusive 
behaviour in children and young people and factors that reduce 
the likelihood of further abuse. 

• The influences and dynamics in the perpetration of harmful 
sexual behaviours, sexual abuse and rape of children by other 
pre-adolescent children and older children and young people, 
leading to the development of strategies for protection, 
prevention and treatment of offenders. 

• The influences and dynamics present in the sexual abuse and 
exploitation of boys by adults (Cambodian and foreign) 
including females.  

• The sexual abuse of children with disabilities, protecting them 
and preventing abuse. 

• The sexual abuse and exploitation of boys and young men 
living in Vietnamese and other minority communities. 

• The prison population as victims of sexual abuse and 
exploitation. 

• The experiences, needs and implications for services to adult 
males following child sexual abuse or abuse as adults. 

• The experiences, needs and implications for services of 
childhood sexual abuse and sexual abuse as adults within MSM 
communities. 

• Consenting sexual behaviour in young people and adults in 
Cambodia and the implications for health and services 
development.  
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• Long-term studies of the benefits, drawbacks and comparisons 
between a range of services and initiatives—for example, 
institutional, family and foster care. 

Additional Recommendations 

In order to improve prevention efforts, NGOs need to need to develop a range of 
materials, games and resources for use with children, parents and staff that reflect the 
reality that abusers and perpetrators are not only foreigners but also Cambodians and 
other children and young people, in a variety of settings. 

A systematic and creative strategy needs to be developed, utilising existing networks, 
effective methodologies and coalitions and involving government, NGOs, community 
leaders and the media to raise awareness of the key issues relating to the sexual abuse and 
exploitation of boys in Cambodia. 

This also needs to explore the possibility of developing an action plan to drive the 
development of consistent approaches within and between NGOs and government 
agencies. 

Coalitions and NGOs need to consider how they can encourage members to raise this 
issue within their settings, encouraging discussion and debate and identifying related 
development goals. 
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APPENDIX 1: A DESCRIPTION OF THE CAPACITY- 
BUILDING APPROACH TO RESEARCH 
In addition to the goals set out in the terms of reference, a primary goal was to carry out 
and complete this study with the full participation of the research team, developing skills 
and confidence and building a firm base for future research and practice. The desire of 
this consultant to develop an inclusive, capacity-building and empowering approach to 
the research originated in his experiences as a social worker specialising in the 
development and delivery of therapeutic services, in which both social work and 
counselling theories play a central role in approaches.   

Social work theories change and develop with time, but in the last 25 years or so have 
generally espoused the importance of anti-oppressive practice, empowerment, 
negotiation, choice, working in partnership, participation, “strength-based practice” and 
advocacy. It is important to combine theory and practice with personal behaviour, not 
merely in terms of clients, beneficiaries or service users but also colleagues. Previous 
work with grass-roots services for victims and survivors of abuse reinforced this view. 

The belief that all people have skills, understanding and ability but also rights to be heard, 
participate and make choices and to define problems and action are prerequisites if true 
empowerment is to take place. Methods of work also need to be non-elitist and non-
oppressive.228 Similarly, this research model embraces what have been described as the 
core conditions of person-centred counselling. Genuineness, unconditional positive 
regard and total acceptance—as well as feeling and communicating deep empathic 
understanding229—are considered essential elements of professional and personal 
relationships. In applying these values to the research team, and therefore personal 
behaviour, it was hoped that the conditions for personal growth in a team approach 
would be encouraged. 

However, the consultant’s experience of working with local Cambodian staff for two 
years prior to the study also suggested that actually achieving this model presented 
significant challenges. I became aware that previous work experiences, lack of confidence 
and expectations of people in positions of authority frequently resulted in staff being 
worried about being blamed for making mistakes, sometimes restricting their creativity 
and contributions. The status afforded foreign staff, often based on identity alone, also 
has the potential to undermine empowerment and the development of an inclusive 
model of research. 

Partial explanation for this is provided by O’Leary and Nee,230 suggesting that social 
order in Cambodia depends upon everyone respecting the social hierarchy and keeping 
his or her place in it. They identify that, from childhood, people are taught to obey and 
respect those with authority. Challenging, the holding of dissenting views and 
questioning are discouraged. Furthermore, it is stated that the Cambodian education 
system pays little attention to understanding and analysis. These were precisely the things 
I hoped to encourage in order to enrich the research. Traditional expectations of people 
who have knowledge, resources, power and high status is that they should advise, 
manage and control. Participation and empowerment, however, assume interdependence 
and equality. It was clear that the collision of two worlds and cultures had the capacity to 

                                                 
228 Mullender, A. and Ward, D. (1991) 

229 Rogers, C.R. (1979) 

230 O’Leary, M. and Nee, M. (2001) 
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greatly influence every act and would have to be both acknowledged and addressed 
throughout if personal and team goals were to be achieved. 

The aforementioned work of O’Leary and Nee is of immense value, identifying strategies 
for positive change within Cambodia. They illustrate the need to create safety—liberating 
practitioners from their fears—and to redefine mistakes as opportunities for learning. 
They highlight the importance of acknowledging the value of each person’s contribution, 
encouraging the development of team spirit, thus echoing cornerstones of social work 
practice. They also describe the skilled practitioner as “the instrument of the 
development process” by bringing to the process him or herself, self-awareness, an ability 
to listen to others and the capacity to be empathetic.  

Furthermore, similarities between theories of social work, development and qualitative 
research can also be observed. Janesick231 describes the researcher as “the research 
instrument’’ and highlights the importance of developing trust and rapport. In later work, 
she identifies authenticity, the importance of ethical issues and the ability to know one’s 
self232 as crucial components of qualitative research. It seems fortunate that in many 
respects, good practice—whether in relation to social work, counselling or qualitative 
research—shares a great deal of common ground. It was the intention of the consultant 
to draw on experiences and all theories in order to create a setting in which team 
members and research participants could flourish.  

Team Development and Preparation for the Research 
The team met for the first time in late January 2007. The team leader had worked alone 
for three weeks prior to that time, planning and meeting some key informants. The first 
few days together were largely spent in team building, exploring the idea of research and 
identifying learning needs. This created a number of challenges, not least that, once needs 
had been identified, relatively little time was left for preparation. The consultant’s lack of 
fluency in Khmer ensured that every interaction, however small, became an intellectual 
exercise, which proved exhausting at times for all concerned.  

The process followed in the first two weeks or so is shared in some detail here. Some 
may consider that level of preparation unnecessary; however, I believe that the process 
set the scene for a deeper exploration of issues and created a sound foundation for the 
research. Others following in our footsteps may benefit from the team’s experiences.  

The development of trusting relationships between all members of the team was likely to 
have a direct bearing upon the success or otherwise of the research. Time was spent 
building relationships and trust, sharing previous experiences of research, discussing 
ideas for a team approach, discussing the TOR (Appendix 2) and sharing hopes and fears 
in relation to the project. This revealed that some had previous experiences of research in 
which involvement and opportunities to share ideas were often minimal and training was 
often brief and did not always meet needs, while others remarked that they were not 
involved in research design and did not feel a sense of participation or ownership. One 
researcher commented that in the past it had felt like “being used” rather than involved. 

Initial discussions, based on the TOR and related to the subject of sexual abuse and boys, 
raised some interesting remarks, identifying some training needs at an early stage. These 
included defining abuse and the need to develop a common understanding and language 
related to both consenting sexual relationships and abusive ones; expectations and 
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232 Janesick. V.J. (2004)  

“I thought it could never happen to boys”   191



existing views of males and masculinity; assumptions regarding boys and their willingness 
(or otherwise) to talk; attitudes to child rearing; and the links between the power of 
culture, tradition and so-called common sense or opinion, to name but a few.  

The sharing and participation continued throughout the first week. “Life story” exercises 
enabled the team to experience a potentially useful method of helping boys share their 
stories and, importantly, experience risk taking and sharing with relative strangers 
themselves.233 How could boys be expected to share, if we were not willing to do the 
same? Several things struck the consultant: the risks that the team were willing to take 
once safety had been established and the power of truth and of the stories shared. To 
hear of the sacrifices that others have made in Cambodia leaves one feeling very humble.  

The team started to consider the key questions for the research after discussing the TOR. 
A variety of methods enabled core skills for the research to be identified, and a training 
schedule was planned. Modules included observation, listening, interviewing and writing 
skills. 

The importance of the “researcher being the research instrument” requires the senses to 
be finely tuned, so experimental exercises were practised on a regular basis, involving 
observation of familiar and unfamiliar places, people, situations and animals, followed by 
writing of field notes and team debriefing. It was an enlightening process as the team 
started to explore and observe familiar places and things with “new eyes and ears”. It 
revealed that much is taken for granted and remains unnoticed in everyday life. 

Field notes and team discussion revealed much about detail, perceptions, emerging 
reflections and thoughts on the subject of observations but also how familiar things can 
be seen in a different way. Some said that the exercises enabled them to tap into their 
imaginations, the ability to “wonder” and ask questions about people, places, things and 
events. Time-limited and focused interviews were also carried out with both friends and 
strangers, exploring friendship and people influential in the respondent’s lives. Again this 
was followed by writing of field notes and group and individual debriefings as the 
sharpening of skills continued.  

To further develop writing and thinking skills, the team were encouraged to keep a 
reflective research journal throughout the study, making daily entries. This would 
encourage self-development and reflection by recording thoughts, feelings and facts and 
also serve as a useful source of data. Furthermore, journal writing helps researchers make 
sense of what they are doing; provides the groundwork for later analysis and enables 
individuals to get feedback from themselves.234

Selected journal writing tasks set the scene and revealed a rich depth of experiences and 
influences, enabling the team to discuss and be in touch with a range of issues, including 
vulnerability and strength, linking the past with the present, memories and hopes for the 
future and experiences of childhood. This moving process enabled the team to explore 
topics related to empathy, discrimination, consenting and abusive relationships, culture, 
honour, human rights and their relationship with qualitative research. As team ethos and 
relationships developed, so the depth of discussion and analysis grew.  

By the end of the first week, a comprehensive list of training and learning needs had been 
developed. These needs were transformed into the training schedule. This was achieved 
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in the traditional manner through asking about specific “learning needs” but importantly 
by also asking the team what qualities and core skills qualitative researchers needed—
which produced a very different set of ideas. Additional needs were identified through 
observation, group and individual discussion of specific topics and also journal entries, 
illustrating the value of developing a variety of strategies. This also demonstrated to the 
team the usefulness of triangulating of inquiry in a practical and participatory manner.  

The training also provided the starting point for the development of a research 
methodology, drawing on several theoretical frameworks with a concern for safety and 
ethical practice as its guiding principles. At some point in the future, the consultant will 
write a more detailed document relating to the training content and process, so that 
others wishing to carry out similar qualitative studies may benefit.  

Training sessions from February to April included the following subjects and employed a 
variety of methods to develop knowledge: 

• Reflective journal writing skills, recording personal thoughts 
and their use in analysis. 

• Observation, listening, interviewing and writing skills.  

• Communication and presentation skills.  

• Research and recording skills—use of field notes, literature 
reviews and media studies. 

• Awareness, use and experience of research methodologies.  

• Confidentiality, ethics, safety, informed consent and their 
relationship to research. 

• Life story exercises. 

• Facilitation of focus groups. 

• Exploration of attitudes and issues relating to consenting 
sexual relationships in Cambodia. 

• Definitions of sexual abuse and exploitation and their influence 
on research design. 

• Exploring personal perceptions of the sexual exploitation and 
abuse of boys and the power of myths, prejudices, beliefs and 
culture. 

• Findings from local and international research in relation to 
sexual abuse of children and their relevance to our study. 

• Men, boys, masculinities and their relationship to sexual abuse. 

• Sexual abuse and its relationship with socialisation, families 
and culture. 

• The impact and effects of sexual abuse on males. 
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• Similarities and differences between girls and boys and sexual 
abuse. 

• Sexual abuse and recovery—what can experience and research 
tell us? 

• Cultural and religious perspectives and their relationship with 
recovery. 

• Video presentation—“Male Rape”. 

• Models of care: what are they? 

• Boundaries, controlling our own feelings, safety and self-care in 
the research process. 

• Research-related hopes, fears and concerns. 

• Combining the TOR and new learning in the development of 
the research questions and interview guides. 

• Interviewing skills. 

• Developing safe and participative tools and games for research 
with children. 

• Looking ahead and making plans for field research. 

While this is an accurate and comprehensive list of the training and development 
programme, it does not describe the methods used for learning and sharing, many of 
which were to some extent experimental. The starting point for all activities was located 
within the framework of the team’s own professional and personal experiences. A 
methodology was developed that was fluid and flexible, balancing existing knowledge and 
beliefs with the sharing of new information. Discussion and reflection fostered the 
development of new ideas, understandings and concepts in an attempt to take a look at 
the ‘bigger picture’.   

While I had a depth of knowledge in many areas that was new to the team, careful 
attention was paid to avoid placing myself in the position of “expert”; recognition of the 
team’s skills, knowledge and expertise in all things Cambodian created an important 
balance. This affirming approach encouraged safety and contributed to openness to 
learning and the building of a team spirit.  

A combination of the subject matter, intensity of the process, depth of discovery and use 
of two languages ensured that the experience was at times intense and stressful for all 
involved. Daily debriefings in the field, individual and group meetings and opportunities 
for sharing were encouraged. It was a significant challenge, and we all negotiated steep 
professional and personal learning curves. Following completion of the project, the team 
took part in an evaluation facilitated by a third party, which indicated significant benefits 
of this approach in both personal and professional development. The consultant plans to 
produce a more detailed document relating to this model and its evaluation.  
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APPENDIX TWO: TERMS OF REFERENCE 

Recommended Model of Care for Boys from Sexually Exploitative Situations 
1. PROJECT SUMMARY 

This research initiative will examine current practices in relation to support, availability 
and provision of services to boys from backgrounds of sexual abuse and exploitation in 
Cambodia. It will include detail in relation to accessibility and effectiveness of existing 
services. The research will, in particular, evaluate the accessibility and effectiveness of 
existing services available as a means to develop a recommended model of care based on 
the Cambodian context. The purpose of this research is to obtain evidence to inform the 
Aftercare programme activities of Hagar Cambodia as well as other organizations 
engaged in the protection of children in Cambodia, and to inform public policy on the 
issue through the publication of findings, and catalyzing further action by partner 
organizations.   

2. HAGAR’S EXPERIENCE 

Since 1994, Hagar has established a reputation in Cambodia for its high quality 
programmes focusing on vulnerable women and children. In 2004, Hagar commissioned 
research to investigate and recommend a model of care specifically for young girls from 
sexually exploitative situations. Hagar’s research in 2004 found that the limited number 
of supporting organizations to absorb the increasing number of rescued victims of sexual 
exploitation—particularly those who are very young with complex situations and who are 
difficult to reintegrate into society—ad left many rescued children inadequately 
supported in their recovery and reintegration. The research proposed that Hagar create 
Aftercare Centers for no more than 25 young girls per centre and, when appropriate, 
place the girls in Family Aftercare homes which house between 4 and 5 children per 
home.  

Hagar’s Aftercare Programme for girls from backgrounds of commercial sexual 
exploitation has already been recognized for the high quality of care it provides to all girls 
who enter the program. However, based on findings of the Aftercare management team 
and feedback from a variety of NGOs in the area it is clear that many child victims of 
sexual exploitation are indeed male and thus, fall beyond the scope of Hagar’s current 
Aftercare Program’s reach. Hagar is aware of the existence of boys already in need of 
care as they are the brothers of girls currently in Hagar’s Aftercare Program or reside in 
Hagar’s Foster Home. Additionally, an alarming amount of boys are identified and 
rescued by intermediary agencies but there exists a marked lack of aftercare programs 
tailored specifically to address the needs of boys. A limited number of organizations are 
known to currently offer varying levels of care in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap. 
Organizations identified offer care to relatively large numbers of children and none are 
known to address the needs of boys from backgrounds of sexual exploitation in a holistic 
long-term manner. For this reason, Hagar wishes to investigate and explore in detail the 
recovery and rehabilitative options available for boy victims from backgrounds of 
sexually exploitative situations (SES) through a research initiative which will ultimately 
inform the establishment for appropriate models of care for such boys.  

3. GOAL OF STUDY 

To develop Hagar’s understanding of the recovery and rehabilitation options intended 
specifically for boy victims of sexual exploitation in Cambodia.  
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To develop recommendations for a holistic model of care which include effective and 
feasible strategies for long-term aftercare for boy victims of sexual exploitation in the 
identified target range of between 5 and 14 years of age—this should include recovery, 
rehabilitative care and the exploration of viable reintegration options.  

4. METHODOLGY ASPECTS 

The proposed research will be utilized to develop programming interventions that will 
help protect boys, and also to assist communities in the development of care initiatives 
targeted specifically to address the needs of what to date has been an under-
acknowledged extremely disadvantaged and vulnerable group of Khmer society.  

It is proposed that the working methods for this evaluation involve desk study, 
interviews, focus-group discussions, and in-depth interviews.  An important part of the 
research will be, where possible, to hold focus group discussions with respondents prior 
to, during and after the main body of research has taken place. 

The research will primarily work with male victims of sexual exploitation and key staff 
employed by agencies working in this field. Boys will be invited to talk about what they 
have experienced, the perceived effectiveness of practices and procedures currently in 
place, and the research team will focus primarily on identifying and understanding the 
needs of boy victims of sexual exploitation in order to inform the production of a 
recommended model of care. Organizations with broader care provision such as foster 
care for boys or indeed for children in general will also be included in order to 
contextualize more specialized recommendations. Though organizations in Cambodia 
will be of primary focus, due to the seeming dearth of such initiatives in Cambodia, the 
research may have to extend the scope of its coverage area to include the neighbouring 
countries.  

The research will be conducted (both surveys and interviews) in three sites (one rural, 
one urban and one ‘tourist’ site). The exact location of the research districts will be 
chosen during the early part of the research period.  

This is a research project that will be undertaken with extreme care and the sensitivity of 
the research topic. The research methodology will be guided by internationally accepted 
and recommended ethical standards, in addition to being scrutinized by Hagar’s Child 
Protection Officer as part of Hagar’s Child Protection policy implementation to ensure 
the protection of the best interests of the participants and children already in Hagar’s 
care.  

The Research Team 
The research team will have responsibility for identifying the core issues for care for boys 
from SES. It will consist of:   

• Four Khmer researchers (male and female), preferably with 
background in social work. 

• Translator. 

• Administrative support worker. 

• Team leader. 

The team leader should have expertise in qualitative, community-based research and 
experience of working with victims of SES and strong knowledge of program evaluation; 
developing and managing programs for the care and support of children in distress. A 
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psychotherapist with a clinical social work education and experience in mental health care 
for children with sexual trauma histories as well as experience training and supervising of 
clinical practitioners in rural and urban Cambodia will fulfil a specialist advisory role at 
key points of the research. The research should be assisted by a Khmer national 
translator with substantial experience of formal research and additionally be conversant 
in basic Vietnamese for community-based research within the ethnic Vietnamese 
community.  

Knowledge of child development, psychological care, family dynamics, ethnicity, and 
alternative care models appropriate to Cambodia are intended to ground the model and 
to provide the framework upon which services and staffing can be constructed.  

Information Gathering 
The team will need to acquire and read documents related to sexual exploitation and 
child care; engage in an internet search of comparable programs and regional programs 
with care of boys; conduct all interviews and the survey. Further time will be needed to 
compile and analyse all data gathered and develop a model of care “in the best interests 
of a child” that can also accommodate the strengths and limitations of Hagar’s current 
model of residential care for children. 

A specific timeframe will be agreed with the researcher before work commences. 

Documents 
Information gathering will involve reading and discussing a diverse range of documents 
to be collected from a variety of sources and authors, including the Ministry of Social 
Affairs, Labour, Vocational Training and Youth Rehabilitation (MoSALVY), the 
International Organisation for Migration (IOM), United Nations Children’s Emergency 
Fund (UNICEF), Save the Children, TearFund and the Coalition to Address Sexual 
Exploitation of Children in Cambodia (COSECAM). Topics will include assessments of 
residential alternative care, foster care, and reintegration efforts for children (particularly 
boys), surveys of sexual exploitation patterns and communities identified as target sites of 
exploitation, analysis of aspects of Khmer parenting, risk factors for vulnerable boys, 
boy’s perspectives on sexual violence, evaluations of the effects of trauma, regional news 
of sexual exploitation or child-related trafficking and local and international laws and 
conventions related to sexual exploitation of boys in Cambodia. 

Surveys and Interviews 
A preliminary survey in the designated research sites will provide data about the 
organisations operating in the areas, if any. This survey will be used to identify and 
choose respondents who are suitable for in-depth interviews.  

The in-depth interviews will be enriched through drawing on the techniques of 
conversation analysis (a highly concentrated “listening” to what is said and not said, as 
well as how things are said), through which the investigators will aim to gain a deeper 
understanding of the effectiveness and availability of care options currently available. In-
depth interviews will be conducted with respondents of a range of ages—the exact 
number of interviews will depend on how many suitable interview respondents are 
located. Interviews will be conducted in the Khmer language and an experienced Khmer 
research assistant will assist in the translation and analysis of both linguistic and cultural 
data. 

Due to the rapidly changing nature of sexual exploitation and trafficking as well as a lack 
of in-depth documentation on a number of topics, a great deal of emphasis will be placed 
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on the interview component of the research. An interview guide will be developed for 
the research and include questions raised by Hagar staff and individuals knowledgeable 
about sexual exploitation of minors and care, selected components of Hagar’s previous 
interview guide which was utilised in the previous Aftercare research, as well as topics 
based on the knowledge and experience of the research team members.  

The team will be able to triangulate areas for further inquiry by integrating three areas: 
Cambodian cultural and contextual considerations; core therapeutic and recovery issues 
focused on the mental health and healing process of young male trauma survivors; and 
best practice methodologies for qualitative research. A concerted effort will be made to 
create a questionnaire/interview guide appropriate to the key research issues.  

Respondents 
On some occasions, multiple interviews will be conducted with personnel from one 
organisation. Some interviews will be conducted with child recovery centres and trauma 
and foster care providers; with specialists from various government ministries. The team 
will also interview a limited number of respondents from organisations working with 
Vietnamese client populations in Phnom Penh in order to offer some guidance for 
cultural considerations of care provision and potentially guide future research. 

Respondents with specific areas of expertise are expected to be relatively easy to identify. 
However, identifying relevant programs may prove to be a challenge (as was experienced 
in Hagar’s research conducted in preparation for the establishment of the Aftercare 
Program). Some organisations’ program staff should be interviewed because they provide 
foster care, others because they work with young at-risk or abused boys and still others if 
they are found to provide long-term care. It is anticipated that very few organisations will 
be identified that provide long-term care for boys from SES within Hagar’s chosen target 
age range (between 5 and 14 years).  

A significant percentage of interviews will be undertaken with boys in child care and 
living in situations of high-risk of sexual exploitation. At all times the sensitivity of the 
research topic and the ages of the respondents will be kept in mind and if there is any 
indication that respondents are being stressed by the interview then that particular 
interview will be terminated. The cultural sensitivities of the Khmer research assistant 
and the long-term experience of the researcher will be drawn on to detect signs of stress 
in research respondents. 

Data Analysis 
All interviews will be transcribed and reviewed by the research team, who will read for 
similarities within specific areas such as foster or trauma care, best practices, and an 
understanding of the Cambodian context as it relates to boys from SES. The information 
will be analyzed and tested against the proposed model by means of data analysis charts 
and team discussion.  

Internet Research 
A concerted effort will be made to identify comparable programs working with boys 
from SES in other areas of the world and to solicit information from organisations 
recognized for the quality of their long-term foster care and aftercare programmes for 
boys with complicated trauma histories. Searches will be conducted by topics (e.g. sexual 
exploitation, rape, sex work, trafficking, trauma), geographically defined areas with high 
instances of paedophilia, international professional associations (e.g. social workers, child 
care workers), international advocacy organisations (e.g. ECPAT), and international non-
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governmental organisations (e.g. World Vision, UNICEF, TearFund, World Health 
Organisation). 

6. EXPECTED OUTPUT 

A report of the research in English is to be provided in hard copy and soft copy in 
Microsoft Word format. 
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APPENDIX THREE: ETHICAL GUIDELINES FOR THE 
PROJECT  
Ethical considerations are the guiding principles of our research; the well-being and 
safety of those children and other participants is the priority. The paramount ethical 
consideration is that researchers must do no harm. 

If a situation occurs where a respondent becomes upset or emotional, we must stop 
asking questions and tend to their immediate needs; the interview must only continue 
when and if the child wishes to. We may ask the child if they wish to continue but must 
not persuade, encourage or bribe a child to continue if it is not in their best interests. 

Where a child needs comforting or emotional support, the researcher will provide this in 
the first instance and discuss with the child any further needs they have. Referrals to 
other services or individuals may be made with the consent of the child. 

Where interviewing children, gain the consent of both the child and an appropriate adult 
(where possible), using the consent form as a guide. We must have the active agreement 
of the child—a lack of disagreement is not sufficient to gain consent. The child must 
know that they can choose not to answer any question or questions and that they can end 
the interview at any time. 

Interviewers must explain to the child that they can have time to discuss their 
involvement without any pressure; they can discuss their consent with a friend, and ask 
any questions about it.  

Interviewers must genuinely listen to and respect the views of the children and 
adolescents with whom they talk. They must be sensitive to their reactions (e.g. feeling 
tearful) and not ignore their responses to ask more questions.  

The advantages and disadvantages of information gathering techniques must be 
considered carefully when researching sensitive topics. Focus groups may provide an 
opportunity for children to offer each other support, but one to one interviews provide 
more confidentiality. If in doubt, consult with local staff and carers about the most 
appropriate course of action. 

Avoid using labels, jargon and complicated words; use terms appropriate to the age, 
ability and understanding of the children or other participants. Use familiar language, the 
words they use. 

Protect the identities of respondents at all costs and do not proceed if their safety and 
security cannot be guaranteed.  

Anonymity—the identity of individuals is not collected and should not be able to be 
traced through the data. Procedures will be in place to ensure this and the researchers will 
be trained prior to the study commencing. Participants of Focus Group Discussions 
identities will not be recorded.  

Confidentiality—explain what this means to all participants. Information collected in the 
study will be used but contributors remain anonymous. Information will not be written 
in such a way that their identity can be established.  

Researchers will have experience of working with children and training to help them 
respond to children’s needs. They will be provided with ongoing supervision and support 
throughout the duration of the study by the team leader. 
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Confidentiality must be kept at all costs; however, all participants must be made aware 
that if ongoing abuse is disclosed and the child needs immediate protection, the 
researcher is required to notify local service providers in order to protect the child. 
(Limited confidentiality). 

Participants must not be unduly influenced by the use of incentives to take part in the 
study. If any incentives are used, they must be in line with local living standards. 

Children’s needs for support and protection, and their best interests, must be reflected in 
the interview procedures. Local staff and experts in working with children should be 
consulted in the process. 

Following the publication of the research, plans must be made to give community 
members and partner organisations access to the results of the activity. 
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APPENDIX FOUR: BOYS RESEARCH CONSENT 
GUIDELINES & FORM 
INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE OF STUDY: 

Hello, my name is ..............., I am here for a research study on behalf of SSC, we are 
talking to boys who have been hurt, abused or exploited in a sexual way.* We are talking 
to children and adults here to get information about their lives and experiences so that 
we can understand and get ideas to help boys, carers, parents and organisations offer 
support and help in the future. 

INVOLVEMENT: 

We have been talking to adults, staff and other children from this area and would like to 
know what you think too. We think it’s really important to understand what children’s 
opinions and ideas are when we are planning services and help. 

PROCEDURES INVOLVED (How will we do it?): 

I would like to spend some time with you talking and listening to your opinions. The 
meeting will take maybe one hour altogether, but we will take a break halfway through 
for a snack and drink. I have a few questions and you can answer by talking, writing and 
drawing or whatever way you think is best. I have a partner called ............, who will sit 
quietly in the corner making notes about the things we talk about. 

You can meet us on your own, or if you want a friend, carer/parent or member of staff 
present, then we are happy with that—whatever you think is best? 

RISKS: 

Some of the things we may talk about are quite personal and might be hard to answer. If 
you don’t want to answer any question or want to leave it to answer later on, that’s fine 
too. 

ABILITY TO SAY NO: 

Remember, you do not have to talk about anything if you don’t want to. However, I 
hope that you can help us by answering the questions and sharing your opinions so we 
can find out what you and other boys who live here think. Hearing your voice and 
words is very important to us. Do you have any questions about what I have just said? 

WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO THE INFORMATION? 

We will be listening to boys from different places in Cambodia; when we have finished 
meeting everyone, we will collect all the information from here (................) and keep it 
safe. We will then add all the information together and write a report about what we have 
found and what boys say they need. We will then share that information with people in 
Cambodia and suggest ways that people can help boys. 

CONFIDENTIALITY: 

If you agree to take part in the interview, no one will know who told me those things. 
Your name will be kept private, so no one can tell who shared it.  That will be kept 
confidential between you and me. We might use some of the things that you say in the 
report to help other people understand how boys feel and think about this subject and to 
help think of ways to help, but no one will know it is you. 
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So, I will not write down your name here but if you agree to take part and help us, you 
can make a mark or a cross here and someone can witness that you agree if you like, that 
could be your parent/carer or a member of staff.... you can choose. 

UNDERSTANDING: 

Do you have any questions about anything I have just said? 

So, if you are willing to help—do you want someone to stay here with you while we are 
talking? 

------------------------------------         

Youth / child agreement 

---------------------------------- 

Adult present? Who? 

------------------------------------                             

Witness                                                                              

 
 
 
 
 
  

------------------------------------ 

Researcher name 

------------------------------------ 

Date & time of meeting 

Any other comments: 

 

 

* Or whatever term the child uses. 
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APPENDIX FIVE: STAFF INTERVIEW GUIDLELINES 
The following is the original semi-structured interview guideline produced by the team 
following training related to sexual abuse and research. This was used when staff and 
adult participants were interviewed. The main questions are identified in bold and cues 
for probing are in roman. Throughout the course of the research the guidelines were 
used flexibly and amended according to the situation and specific roles of the staff in the 
boys’ lives. In many respects it resembles a script, although it was not used restrictively, 
the importance of flexibility being emphasised in training and preparation.  

 

Interview Schedule—Questions for staff Tools used 

(Main questions in bold type) 

Field notes Thank the respondent for their time, introduce yourself and explain 
the purpose of the research in a relaxed manner.   
Explain issues related to confidentiality and privacy of data. 

Express how important their views are in this research process. 

Ask if they have any questions prior to starting. 

A: Tell me about yourself: (warm up question, to encourage people to 
relax and feel able to talk) 

 

For example: 

How long have you worked here? What is/are your role/duties? What are 
your likes and dislikes about the job? 

What services does the project offer—and to whom? 

Printed 
sheet with 
definitions 

B: This research is about the sexual exploitation and abuse of boys. 
What is your understanding of the terms “sexual exploitation” and 
“sexual abuse”? (i.e. what is your definition?) 

Share with the respondent the definitions being used in this research, so 
they are clear about what is being discussed. 

C: Tell me about your experience of working with boys who have 
been exploited or sexually abused. (use some of the suggestions below 
for probing, when necessary) 

How many boys have you worked with?  

Do you consider it to be a big/small problem?  

What are your reasons for saying that? 

What are your views on who the abusers are? (Strangers? Known? 
Foreigners? Cambodian? Men and women?) 

What kinds of boys are abused? (i.e. where do they come from, age 
ranges, backgrounds etc.) 

How do you find out about their abuse—from the boys? Others? 

 

“I thought it could never happen to boys” 204



In your experience what do you think are the causes of sexual exploitation 
and abuse? 

Some people think that touching a boy’s genitals when they are very 
young children is harmless and others think that it can be a form of 
abuse. What is your view? 

What about older boys, when, for example a person might pull down 
their trousers and make fun of them or pull on their genitals? Is that 
abusive? What are your reasons for thinking that? What are the origins of 
this?  

 

D: In your experience, what kinds of problems do sexual 
exploitation and abuse cause for boys? 

Physical?                                                                                                

Emotional?                                              Do you have any examples? 

Thoughts & feelings? 

Behaviours?  

What do you notice from working with boys? 

What problems do boys tell you that they have? 

Are there any similarities or differences to girls? 

With girls, many people say that honour and loss of virginity is a major 
problem? Do you think that is a problem for boys? If so/not—why and 
how? (explore) 

Shame—is that an issue for boys? If so/not—what is the reason for that? 

Anything else you want to add? 

 

 

 E: I would like now to focus on your work with boys, so could you 
tell me about some of your experiences? 

What about successes? Can you tell me about situations where things you 
have done have worked really well, or helped a boy or boys? What kinds 
of things help you as a carer/staff member in your work? Can you give 
examples? 

What do you find most difficult/confusing/hard in working with boys 
and young men? Can you give examples? 

 

F: What works and helps boys to recover or get better? (Explore 
what they may mean by recovery or getting better) 

What strategies? 

If you are a counsellor or social worker—what type of counselling works 
well? (please give examples) Explore..... 

What kind of things do you talk about? Who decides what to talk about? 
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Do you have any examples of tools, methods, or interventions that work? 

Any resources or ways of working that you have found useful? 

An important part of this research is to find ways to help Cambodian 
boys recover and get better after being abused. So we are finding out 
what people think are good ideas for models of care. 

What do you think their main needs are? And how can they be met? What 
ideas do you have? 

(Residential care? Fostering? Outreach? Help lines? Staying with family? 
Family work?) 

What about traditional healing? Any useful methods you can think of? 

 

 G: Another important part of this research is to look at developing 
support and training for staff and organisations working with boys: 

Could you tell me a little about the training you have had so far in your 
job, and how that equips you (or not) to work with boys? 

What about the support and supervision that you receive to help you in 
this work with boys? (How often? Does it help? How? Can you give me 
an example? Does your supervisor have knowledge about boys? Is your 
practice observed by your supervisor?) 

What training, support and supervision needs do you have to help you 
work better with boys? 

What things do you need to know more about? 

What questions do you have about working with boys/ victims of abuse? 

What do you need to know to help you feel more confident? 

 

 

H: Is there anything else you would like to say in relation to this 
subject? 

Any questions about the interview or the research project? 

Thank the participant for their time and contribution to this research. 

Remind the respondent about confidentiality and privacy. 

Hopefully the research will be published and launched by late 2007/early 
2008. 
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APPENDIX SIX: INTERVIEW GUIDELINES FOR BOYS 
AND YOUNG MEN 
Similar to the semi-structured interview schedule used with staff, this was developed by 
the team after training and discussion of the ToR. It was designed to be used as a 
“script” to guide questions and themes and to be used in conjunction with the other 
tools. The main themes are identified by use of bold type and cues for probing in roman. 
Questions and words used were modified depending upon the age, ability and language 
skills of the participant. Some interviews took place over more than one meeting, others 
at a single event.  

 
  

Find a quiet place, where you will not be disturbed 

Introductions 

Explain the purpose of the research in a child friendly manner and 
explain how important it is that children have a voice, so that they and 
other children can be helped. 

Explain what confidentiality means and that the identity of all people 
helping the research will be kept private. 

Explain the meaning of consent and ask them, if they agree to sign the 
form and/or ask any adult present to do the same 

Explain the process (how it will be done and what methods we can 
use—talking, writing, drawing etc.) Explain that it will be done in two 
parts with a break in between. 

Remind them that if they don’t understand a question, they can ask... If 
they don’t want to answer a question, they don’t have to and if they want 
to stop the interview at any time, that is fine. 

     Tools 

 

 

Consent form 

A: LIFE STORY: 

Show the child a completed life story picture and, using paper and 
pens, help them complete one for themselves, highlighting 
important events such as their birth, going to school, birth of 
siblings etc. (Become actively involved, sharing this  activity in a relaxed 
manner.) 

Ask any additional questions to clarify anything you are not sure of, 
praise them on their ability and make it fun! 

After perhaps 30 or 40 minutes, take a break. 

 

 

Paper, pens 
and other art 
materials 

 

B: THE INTERVIEW: 

Reiterate that if they don’t want answer any question or if they 
want to take a break or stop the interview, that’s fine. 

 

 

Have paper, 
pens and other 
materials ready
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C: PROBLEM-FREE TALK: 

Choose something from the life story or things they like about 
living in this place/favourite food etc. 

Make small talk to help the child/young person used to talking about 
something easy.  

Remember, it’s a conversation, so be natural and relaxed too.  

Show your interest with verbal and non-verbal language 

D: BOYS—when people do things they don’t like and hurt them: 

This research is about understanding boys who have had problems after 
being hurt by adults or other children.  

Can you tell me the ways that you know about adults or other children 
hurt boys? (e.g.—at school, home, being bullied, called names etc). We 
can list them down/draw them if you like—what would you prefer to 
do?  

(Be encouraging but not pushy—rather lead them gently through the 
conversation, step by step).  

If they don’t mention sexual abuse that’s okay. 

E: BOYS—SEXUAL ABUSE & EXPLOITATION: 

We are finding out through reading and talking to people that children 
and young people, girls and boys, all over the world and in Cambodia are 
sometimes used and hurt by people in a sexual way: 

Adults or staff might call that sexual abuse or exploitation. What do you 
understand by that/or do have words that you use to describe that? 

What are they? (Maybe write the words down on a sheet of paper or 
better still, if the child is willing and able, ask them to do it.) 

What kinds of things do you know about that some adults or 
children do to boys to hurt them in that way? (can be self or other 
person) 

Probe gently ... 

Listen and show you are listening carefully ... 

Ask follow-up questions related to what they share 

Allow the participant to answer the question in the first or third person 

Some people think its okay for Cambodians to touch a baby boy’s 
genitals when they are very young to show affection or to calm 
them down when they are crying. Other boys say that it happens 
later in life too—maybe when they are seven, eight, nine or ten 
years old. 

Have you heard about that kind of thing happening?  

What do you think about that? What are your views?  

Is it okay/not okay? 

 

 

 

Paper, pens, 
and other art 
materials  
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F: IMPACTS AND EFFECTS OF SEXUAL ABUSE: 

Some people say that sexual abuse/(whatever word(s) the boy 
uses) can have a big impact on a person… 

What do you know about either from your experiences or those of 
other people? (explain that they can talk, write or draw using the 
body map/Mandala picture/other art materials) 

Thoughts? (What does that make people think?) 

Feelings? (What does it make people feel?) 

Behavior? How do people change after abuse? what might they do 
differently? 

Seek to clarify if you are not sure… 

How does it affect family? Relationships? 

What other things do you know about? 

When girls or women are abused people often talk about them losing 
honour because they lose virginity. Is it different/the same for boys? 
How? 

Is there anything else you want to say? 

G: GETTING HELP 

Another really important part of our research is to know how to help 
and support boys, look after and care for boys who have experienced 
such things and to know what boys need and want from services. 

We think that the people who will know more about this are boys 
themselves. 

So firstly, I would like to know, when you first told someone what 
had happened – what did they say – how were you treated? 
(Explore) 

Can you tell me if you have had any kind of help so far? Who it was 
from (Parents, carers, NGO? Talking/listening? Medical help? Listening? 
Law? Health related?) 

Can you tell me about things that were helpful, good or useful? 

(That might be a person, a place, an organisation or it might be 
something else.)  

Can you tell me about things that weren’t good, helpful or useful? 

WHAT KINDS OF THINGS DO YOU THINK THAT BOYS 
NEED TO HELP THEM FEEL BETTER ABOUT WHAT 
HAPPENED TO THEM? 

Probe gently—physical things?  

Personal qualities from helpers (e.g. What skills or attributes?) 

 

 

Utilise 
Mandala 
drawings, 
body maps 
and other 
materials 
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Practical support (e.g.  food, clothes, medical attention?) 

Emotional support? 

(Talking? Having someone to listen maybe?) 

Remember to probe gently, seek the meaning of what they say and “look 
beyond” their answers for the meaning. 

Link their ideas to the list of impacts and effects and things they have 
already shared 

If you had the choice of staying somewhere that would be safe for 
you and other boys, what would be your first choice? (e.g. your 
family? Someone else’s family? Somewhere else?) 

SO, IF YOU WERE ABLE TO DESIGN OR CREATE NEW 
SERVICES FOR BOYS... 

What would they be like? 

Maybe draw a picture? 

Would it be somewhere people could go anytime of day or night? (“drop 
in”) 

If it was a place... 

What kind of things would it have?  

If the child struggles, maybe probe by asking some of the following ... 
get them to draw it, if it helps... 

Would it have rooms for sleeping? 

What else would it have?  

What would it be like? 

Would it be somewhere to live and how many boys would live there? 

Staff? (Male and female?)What would they be like? (personal qualities) 

What kind of things would they do for you? 

What kind of things or problems would they help you solve? 

How would or could they do that? 

Do families of boys need help too? What do they need? 

GIVING YOU A VOICE! 

It’s really important for us in this research to give you a voice, so 
that other children but also adults—staff, helpers supporters, 
carers and parents can hear what you have to say, so.... 

If you could say anything to Cambodian people or the world about 
the abuse and exploitation of boys – what would you say?  

(e.g. people who might not believe it happens or others who want to 
help?) 

What would you say to other boys, who may have been hurt or 
abused by others?  

Mandala 
picture, paper, 
pens and other 
art materials  
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What would you say to people or adults who hurt people in a 
sexual way? 

ENDINGS: 

Thank you so much for helping with this research is there 
anything else you would like to say or ask? 

Reminder of confidentiality, safety etc.  

Problem free talk for a few minutes before ending the meeting. 
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APPENDIX SEVEN: ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS—A TEAM 
APPROACH 
In keeping with the team capacity-building approach developed throughout the study, all 
members took part in a team analysis of data for a period of three weeks at the end of 
the field research. However, analysis was not restricted to that instance at the end of the 
data gathering process but was essentially a process that took place in the field 
throughout the study, utilising a range of methodologies that enabled the researchers to 
respond to changing themes and events, developing their awareness, skills and intuition.  

The previously mentioned reflective journals provided an additional and rich source of 
material; the team was encouraged to discuss and share thoughts and ideas relating to 
what they were discovering with each other, at individual and team meetings throughout 
the study and at the end of each day in the field. Notes were taken at those meetings 
which informed and laid foundations for a more formal analysis process later. In 
addition, each set of field notes and other forms of data was translated, checked, 
discussed with the author, clarified and amended where necessary, prior to analysis. The 
training had also prepared the team for looking beneath the surface and encouraged the 
development of critical thinking.    

The study generated significant amounts of data based on key informant meetings, focus 
groups, observations, meetings and individual interviews. The data from all three sites 
and that of boys and adults was also kept apart to enable triangulation and later 
comparison. Initially the data for boys and young men was analysed from each 
geographical site, and a similar process was followed for data relating to staff, adults and 
carers. Where multiple interviews were carried out within the same NGO, they were 
analysed together, enabling the team to identify consistencies, differences and emerging 
themes.  

Team analysis was a time-consuming and exhausting process conducted in two 
languages. While it was structured, it also allowed for flexibility. Each set of notes was 
discussed in order for every response to questions to be explored. A system of “open 
coding” was used to record ideas, similarities, differences and points of tension emerging 
from the data and the material was then broken down, compared and discussed further. 
Notes were taken throughout, summarising findings until a list of key themes emerged, 
using exact quotations from participants to support our ideas and tell the story. Analytical 
strategies included comparisons of themes emerging across and within groups of 
participants and across and within groups of questions. Due to the immense amount of 
data and limited time available, some field notes (including many of the interviews carried 
out by the team leader) were analysed separately by him, and a summary of findings was 
presented to the team for discussion.  

Time was taken to discuss what the findings meant to the team, considering differences 
and similarities in opinions, and those ideas were subsequently noted, which helped 
construct meanings, informing the writing of the report. Other material, including media 
reports and NGO documents, also informed our analysis. Following the end of the 
process, team members were provided with opportunities to discuss the findings 
individually and write a personal reflective summary for inclusion in the report.  
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APPENDIX 8: SUMMARY OF DATA FROM FOCUS 
GROUPS IN PHNOM PENH 
Five focus groups and group meetings were held in Phnom Penh at various stages of the 
research. They included groups of staff from NGOs working with sexually abused and 
exploited children, street living and working children, totalling more than 50 people. 
Participants included carers, social workers, project coordinators and managers. Open 
questions were asked, exploring themes of awareness and experiences of working with 
boys and sexual abuse. These groups helped develop an understanding of organisational 
cultures and attitudes, enabling the team to identify individuals with specific experience 
for one-to-one interviews at a later date. The main themes to emerge were as follows: 

Most participants thought that boys were abused by foreigners or gay men. 

In one organisation working with street children, the staff stated that they were not 
working with and had not met any boys who were sexually abused.  

Where Khmers were identified as abusers, this was often seen as a response to western 
culture, including pornographic films and/or involving high-ranking people. Some 
viewed pornography as a significant problem, which led to children abusing other 
children, as they wanted to try what they had seen. 

A lack of belief that boys can be abused was present in one team, underlined by thoughts 
that boys are exaggerating when they talk about it. 

Some teams do not think that working with sexually abused boys is their job or goal, and 
so they pay little attention to it. 

Some participants in one organisation believed that ejaculation is necessary for an act to 
be defined as abuse; others believe that force is required. 

In terms of harm, a range of problems was identified by some, but most believed that 
abuse of girls was more serious; boys can “forget” the events more quickly because they 
don’t suffer from loss of honour. 

Other impacts noted were boys becoming pale, anal injuries, suicidal thoughts, using 
drugs to cope, finding it hard to study and wanting to have sex. Some believe that abuse 
makes victims gay.  

Most participants found boys difficult to work with because they don’t listen to advice or 
don’t want to speak.  

No staff have received specific training or supervision in relation to this issue. 

Difficulties working with boys included lack of training, little help from authorities and 
problems getting parents to cooperate, because they prefer their children to work and 
earn money.  

Potential solutions were considered as educating boys to stop them wanting to have sex, 
helping them to express their feelings or sending them to see a psychiatrist. 

One group of carers were clearly very cautious talking about the issue, as they perceived 
that they were not supposed to know about things like that and hadn’t been given 
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specific permission to talk by management. They described their situation as being like 
“frogs in a well”.235

Several females identified feeling anxious and/or scared of working with boys, especially 
when they are aggressive.  

It was clear that despite being the adults who spend most time with the boys, the carers 
were given insufficient information to help them provide support.  

                                                 
235 Throughout the research, we became familiar with this term, often used to explain situations where 
staff have little knowledge in relation to a subject and often related to a sense of powerlessness. So like 
frogs in a well, they feel that they are kept in the dark, having little opportunity to escape their predicament 
or understand issues in the wider context.  
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APPENDIX NINE: A PLAN FOR FLEXIBLE 
THERAPEUTIC WORK 
This is just one example of a plan developed by Andrew Durham and borrowed from his 
excellent Young Men Surviving Child Sexual Abuse (2003). This is not exhaustive and should 
not be considered as exclusive of other aspects of support not included in the plan. It is 
used primarily to illustrate the types of issues included but does not include reference to 
the methods and tools used. There is no “one size fits all” path or A, B, C to recovery, 
and it is crucial to recognise that each survivor will have his own unique story, 
difficulties, strengths, coping skills and needs. This or any other plan for that matter 
should not be imposed as a blueprint for recovery at the expense of the needs of the 
individual concerned and should be used flexibly. Good practice involves a truly 
empowering person- or client-centred approach, enabling children to have control over 
the process.  

Other key issues identified are the need for genuine flexibility and transparency 
(openness and honesty). The order in which the work will be undertaken varies 
depending on the individual circumstances of the child or young person, as will the time 
scale. Where possible, children should be offered a choice about the gender of the 
counsellor or supporter. It remains to be seen how ideas like these may be incorporated 
within Cambodia, but it interesting to observe that many these issues reflect expressed 
problems or needs of boys in our study. It is hoped that in years to come ideas like this 
and others can be used, evaluated, modified and shared, blending Cambodian 
perspectives and approaches with the best that is available elsewhere.  

• Being safe—feeling safe—keeping safe 

• Telling the story, being heard, being listened to and believed. 

• Placing responsibility with the abuser 

• Telling family 

• Help with the legal process—police—court—compensation 

• How it happened 

• Why it happened 

• Understanding gender myths and oppression 

• Memories, flashbacks and fears 

• Anger and feelings 

• Sex and sexuality knowledge and education 

• Physical pleasure 

• Fear of abusing others 

• Friendships and peer relations 

• General support 
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APPENDIX TEN: RELEVANT ARTICLES OF THE U.N. 
CONVENTION OF THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD 
Article 19 of the CRC states that state parties shall take all appropriate measures to 
protect the child from sexual abuse. 

Article 34 and the Optional Protocol to the CRC commit state parties to make and 
implement national laws against the sale of children, child prostitution and child 
pornography. 

Article 35 obligates states to take all appropriate measures to prevent the abduction, sale 
and trafficking of children 

Article 39 commits states to promote the physical and psychological recovery and social 
integration of children who have been victims of any form of neglect, violence, 
exploitation, torture or other degrading treatment or punishment. 

Freedom of expression in Article 13 and the right to be heard in Article 12 are of specific 
importance when a child or children want to speak out about sexual abuse and 
exploitation. Children who report sexual abuse and exploitation have the right to be 
taken seriously, to be met with respect and to receive assistance. Good channels for 
reporting and effective disclosure procedures are essential measures for the protection of 
children against sexual exploitation and abuse.  

Sexual abuse and exploitation are detrimental and violate the child’s basic right to life and 
development as stated in Article 6 and the best interest of the child, set out in Article 3. 
It must be addressed through a non-discriminatory and inclusive approach, and therefore 
Article 2 on non-discrimination is also relevant.  
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