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Background

What is the current problem?

Sexual violence affects children and young people of all ages and occurs in all countries. . Global
prevalence estimates, however, focus on girls, suggesting they are at higher risk than boys with 1 in
10 girls under the age of 20 having experienced some form of forced sexual contact1. Although,
there are no global estimates on the sexual abuse of boys,2 analysis from 24 countries shows that
sexual violence in childhood ranges from 8% to 31% for girls and 3% to 17% for boys.3 As well as
the research gap on sexual violence and boys, there is also a significant policy gap - there is a need
for gender neutral laws to protect both boys and girls from sexual abuse.

Sexual abuse and exploitation significantly impacts on the health and wellbeing of children and
young people, and varies according to the nature, severity and duration of the abuse as well as the
coping stragies and responses from famly, friends, communities and practitioners4.  Impacts on
physical health of sexual abuse include contracting HIV and drug and alcohol abuse5.  Because the
sexual abuse of children is a ‘taboo’ subject, victims of sexual abuse often suffer from stigma and
discrimination, and the impact on mental health includes anxiety, depression, psychological trauma
and self-harm6. The impact of childhood sexual abuse can be life-long and include issues with
intimacy as well as socio-economic consequences such as homelessness and unemployment.7
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How sexual violence against children is framed

Sexual Violence Against Children predominantly framed by the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child. Article 34 of the Convention specifically focuses on children’s right to protection from sexual
abuse and exploitation. Sexual violence is also referred to in Article 19, outlining the rights of children
to protection, Article 37 on torture, cruel and degrading treatment and Article 39, focussing on
measures to promote recovery and reintegration of victims of exploitation or abuse. Although the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child has resulted in huge legal reform globally, notably on sexual
violence8 it has been criticised for reducing the broad spectrum of children’s rights to ‘child
protection’9 and for not addressing nuances of age and gender10.  In practice, the work to address
sexual violence against children is largely subsumed within the child protection sector and ending
violence against children more broadly11.  Despite the huge push to address sexual violence in the
Sustainable Development Goals, legal reform in many countries and initiatives such as the ‘Out of
the Shadows Index’ and WeProtect Global Alliance (online sexual abuse) that monitor and support
national progress in ending sexual violence against children, it is clear that there is a lack of evidence
on solutions to prevent sexual violence against children, in particular, solutions that incorporate local
contextual knowledge and understanding12

How Family for Every Child is addressing the challenges

Learning from communities: Family for Every Child has created the RISE Learning Network, a
community of local practitioner and advocates working on sexual violence against children. RISE
members have undertaken participatory research to document the experiences of children and
young people affected by child sexual exploitation of reintegration. Youth researchers in Nepal,
Madagascar and Uganda undertook focus group discussions with their peers that resulted in
recommendations on the key issues that reintegration services need to consider when enabling the
reintegration of children affected by sexual exploitation into communities.

Recommendations from this research include:
● Provide interventions that take a holistic approach to reintegration where children who have

experienced sexual exploitation are able to explore the trauma they are experiencing in a
non-judgemental environment and acknowledge their resilience in overcoming difficulties.

● Explore the possibility of supporting young people to live with their peers and setting up
integration programs in urban communities rather than re-integration programs with their
families in rural communities.

● To encourage acceptance of children by the communities in which they are reintegrated,
provide activities for the communities surrounding children who have experienced sexual
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exploitation to come together to celebrate events, such as festivals, or to work together, for
example, on a community project.

Addressing sexual violence and boys: Family for Every Child’s work on sexual violence against
children has focused on addressing a key gap identified in evidence reviews13.  The Caring for Boys
Affected by Sexual Violence research initiative implemented in seven countries14 highlights how
harmful gender norms mean sexual violence against boys is frequently unreported or ignored and
concluded that more must be done to include boys to the fullest extent possible in prevention and
response efforts. Although, the concerted global efforts to protect girls from sexual violence over
recent decades is acknowledged, evidence from the research initiative supports the need for
targeted, well evaluated, prevention and response interventions for specific groups of children who
are at heightened risk of sexual violence.

Recommendations

Family for Every Child calls upon donor partners, policy makers and fellow practitioners to develop
inclusive prevention and response initiatives on sexual violence against children:

● Address harmful attitudes and perceptions around sexual violence by supporting parents
and caregivers to easily access high quality information, provide appropriate information and
guidance to children, and challenge prevailing taboos and harmful social norms.

● Close the gap for boys affected by sexual violence in the child protection system through
accurate measurement of the global scale of sexual violence against boys, the
implementation of laws and policies applicable to boys, and the provision of services within a
therapeutic environment to children and families.

● Provide specialised educational and prevention and support services for children at
heightened risk, including those with disabilities, in institutional care, and from the LGBTQI+
community.

● All children have the right to grow up in stable and caring families and communities,
protected from sexual violence and its effects.  Family for Every Child stands committed to
work with and support all those working towards a safer, better future for all children.
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