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1. INTRODUCTION   
 
People say ‘it takes a village to raise a child,’ meaning all members of society play a crucial 

role when it comes to children’s rights, including parents, grandparents, siblings, teachers, 

doctors, peer groups, neighbours … just to name a few. However, this is also true when it 

comes to child protection, it takes a collective effort to keep a child safe. This is largely because 

harm towards children can happen anywhere. It could take place within the family setting, at a 

sports club, in schools, within the neighbourhood the child lives, within the public space or 

while working as escorts, masseurs, models or as sex workers (Dennis 2008). A study 

conducted by Unicef in 2014 found that in Cambodia, boys were much more likely to be abused 

in their own homes than girls (45% against 8%) and that 33% of boys had been sexually abused 

by a family member compared to 10% of girls. However, 24% of girls reported being sexually 

abused in a romantic relationship compared to 6.5% of boys. The perpetrators can be friends, 

family members, teachers, religious leaders, neighbors and other children. Significant efforts 

have been made to protect children from violence and globally, the child’s best interest and 

recognition of their rights became a reality on the 20th of November 1989 with the adoption of 

the International Convention of the Rights of the Child. This was the first international, legally 

binding text that recognizes the fundamental rights of the child. Cambodia has ratified this 

convention and has included it in their national laws.  

Amongst the many forms of violence facing children, one of the most prevalent, is sexual 

violence and abuse. However, while much has been said about sexual violence and abuse 

against girls, much less is known about the sexual abuse of boys. Globally, the sexual abuse of 

boys is a largely hidden epidemic that affects the lives of millions of boys worldwide with no 

country being an exception. However, the sexual abuse of men and boys, is persistently 

underreported and in most societies around the world, is significantly underacknowledged and 

even less understood. As a result, there continues to be insufficient research, policy and practice 

that takes into account males experiences of sexual abuse (Adjei et al. 2017). This lack of 

acknowledgement is in part due to social and cultural assumptions that exist globally, that 

assume that men and boys are inherently strong, capable and cannot be made vulnerable to 

sexual abuse (Kia-Keating et al. 2005). As a result, male sexual abuse, is often downplayed 

and not taken seriously, particularly if the perpetrator is a woman (Hilton et al. 2008). However, 

despite these dominant, global cultural narratives surrounding masculinity, vulnerability 
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studies on the effects of sexual abuse have shown that men and boys do suffer significantly 

from being sexually abused.  

Internationally, statistics show that 1 in 6 boys have been sexually abused before reaching 

adulthood and in Cambodia, research has found that an estimated 6% of boys have experienced 

some form of sexual abuse before they have reached the age of 18 (Orha 2020). A recent 

“Sauve report” written by an independent commission in France shed a light on the long 

running issue of sexual abuse within catholic institutions. It was found that since 1950, an 

estimated 330,000 children fell victim to sexual violence while within the Catholic Church. 

The report, published in October 2021 also highlighted the long-term effects of sexual abuse 

on children with the majority of the children reporting feelings of shame, guilt or isolation. 

Another report published in 2022 documented severe shortcomings of the German Cardinal 

Ratzinger (who later became Pope of the Catholic Church) in dealing with abuse of boys in his 

archdiocese in Munich. Germany’s Catholic Church has been rocked by a string of reports in 

recent years that have exposed widespread abuse of children by clergymen. 

While these statistics are frightening, the publishing of these reports is also a positive sign that 

sexual abuse is no longer remaining hidden and that many countries and institutions are 

becoming more accountable on these issues. A review of 217 studies found that 12.7% of 

children have been sexually abused worldwide before reaching the age of 18 (UNICEF 2020). 

In Cambodia, at least 5% of the boys have been sexually abused, making them as vulnerable 

as girls to sexual abuse. A study from UNICEF in 2014 found that on average, the first incident 

of sexual abuse happens earlier for boys (10 years old) than for girls (15 years old). The same 

study also reported that among those aged 18 to 24 who experienced sexual abuse prior to age 

18, approximately 7 in 10 females and nearly 9 in 10 males experienced multiple incidents of 

sexual abuse. Yet while both boys and girls face similar levels of vulnerability to sexual 

violence, the study showed differences in disclosure and help-seeking behaviours between boys 

and girls. For examples, only 13% of boys versus 55% for girls, said that they would disclose 

their experience of being sexually abused to another person. Less than 6% of boys seek help 

after being sexually abused, compared to 40% of girls (UNICEF 2014). Boys who are sexually 

abused often suffer from significant stigma and social shame, may be rejected by their family 

and community and receive little or no support (Family for Every Child, 2018)). There is 

therefore a considerable need for more research to understand the experiences of boys who 
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have been sexually abused in order to ensure that they receive sufficient protection from the 

law. 

For example, in a 2004 gender analysis on the effects of sexual abuse on both men and women, 

it was found that the male participants showed higher levels of mental health symptoms than 

women including symptoms such as anxiety, depression, anger, dissociation, and concerns over 

their sexuality (Banyard et al. 2004). It was found that boys experienced an increased sense of 

guilt and shame as well as negative effects from social stigma. Survivors of sexual violence 

can suffer from long term effects, both physically and mentally which can result in the adoption 

of harmful coping mechanisms such as violence or substance abuse which can have serious, 

adverse effects on the society at large. This makes addressing this issue of sexual violence and 

abuse against men and boys all the more imperative in order to ensure that more action is taken 

to protect males from this type of violence.   

An essential component in the protection of children, including boys, from sexual violence is 

an effective judicial system. The implementation of strong and effective laws punishing sexual 

violence and abuse can not only ensure that children have a means of accessing justice should 

they be abused but it is also a deterrent for perpetrators. However, throughout the globe, despite 

the existence of strong laws and international treaties to protect children from sexual violence, 

the sexual abuse of both boys and girls remains a serious problem. Laws are often ignored and 

in many cases, individuals are not even aware that they exist. However, children can face a 

number of difficulties before they even reach the courts, such as fear of speaking up about their 

experiences due to the stigma and shame attached to being sexually abused. Though when 

implemented properly, laws can change the physical or social environment in which children 

are raised and provide safety and security. However, experience from around the world 

demonstrates that just laws alone may not be enough to sufficiently protect children. Especially 

when it comes to child rights, other measures are needed as well. 

 

Methodology 

Thus, the aim of this paper is to explore how effectively laws in Cambodia protect boys from 

sexual abuse and what factors may be preventing them from receiving justice. The research 

involved a literature review, conducting interviews with key informants and also drawing on 

First Step Cambodia’s (FSC), who is one of Cambodia’s few NGO’s working to assist boys 

who have been sexually abused, experience working with boy survivors of child sexual abuse. 
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An extensive desk review of justice-related documents was carried out. This included analysing 

Cambodian policies, guidelines, memorandums and laws that contained specific considerations 

on sexual violence, abuse and exploitation. An extensive review of literature on masculinity 

and the key social and cultural factors related to gender in Cambodia was also reviewed as was 

literature on the psychosocial factors related to the sexual abuse of children, specifically boys.  

 There were two phases of participant interviews carried out. In October 2021, staff from First 

Step Cambodia interviewed five boys’ who were survivors of sexual abuse as well as five 

caregivers and five members of the local authorities who were in charge of responding to child 

protection issues at the commune level in the province of Siem Reap. The interviews were a 

set of fourteen questions that aimed to learn more about the experience of both parents and 

boys who had been sexually abused as they moved through the judicial process in Cambodia. 

In addition, an in-depth interview on child friendly courts was carried with a child protection 

specialist from Action pour les Enfants (APLE) which provided valuable inputs for this paper. 

These key informants were selected on the basis that they had experience with both sexual 

abuse and the judicial system in Cambodia. All the participants were located in Siem Reap 

province and primarily came from rural areas. Consent was sought from all the participants 

and strict confidentiality measures were put in place to protect their identity.   

Dr. Johanna Higgs, an anthropologist specializing in human rights, also carried out eleven 

participant interviews in Siem Reap. The participants included expert researchers on the sexual 

abuse of boys, representatives from NGO’s working on issues related to sexual violence against 

children in Cambodia, a social worker from a children’s hospital, a number of Cambodian male 

community members as well as Cambodians who were parents of a son. The interviews were 

semi structured and qualitative in nature and aimed to gain a deeper understanding of the 

cultural and social aspects that may prevent boys from accessing justice in Cambodia. Several 

of the interviews were conducted on zoom due to Covid restrictions however, other interviews 

were carried out in person. All the participants were based in Siem Reap. The findings were all 

analysed and finally, we conclude by giving a series of practical recommendations to improve 

boys who have been sexually abused in receiving justice.  
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Scope of child sexual abuse  
 
 
The sexual abuse and exploitation of children can include a wide variety of actions and can 

often take place within the family, the neighborhood, amongst friends, in schools and religious 

institutions. It can include an exchange for cash or in-kind favors that might include rape, 

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

Exposing a child to sexual activity or pornographic materials such as having sex in front of a 

child, masturbating in front of a child, making or allowing them to watch pornographic films, 

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 are included as forms of sexual abuse. Sexual 

kissing and oral sex, making sexual and rude comments about a child’s body such as telling a 

child they are sexy, describing what would be done to them in a sexual way, asking boys how 

big their penis is, enticing a child to pose, undress or perform in a sexual way for the purpose 

of taking photographs or film, spying on children for sexual gratification (watching a child 

undress or taking a shower for sexual pleasure) also constitute as sexual abuse. The sexual 

abuse of children is almost always an abuse of power by adults, or older children, where they 

take advantage of their positions of hierarchy over the child. In many cases, children are told 

by the perpetrator that what is happening to them is ‘normal’ and are warned against telling 

others what has been done to them.   

 

In Cambodia, the organizations working to combat sexual abuse, including First Step 

Cambodia, define sexual abuse as any form of sexual activity with a child, by an adult or by 

another child (male or female) where there has been no consent or consent is not possible. 

According to this definition, perpetrators can be of any age and the scope of what can constitute 

as sexual abuse is very broad. While over the past decade, there has been an increase in 

knowledge as to what is sexual abuse in Cambodia, both in person and online, sexual abuse is 

still largely underreported and therefore is not always well identified.  

 

2. LEGAL FRAMEWORK  
 
One of the key factors in protecting children from sexual violence is having sufficient laws 

punishing sexual violence and ensuring that they are properly implemented. Cambodia’s 



8 
 

current legislature is a complex mix of domestic, regional and international conventions, 

policies, memorandum of understandings and laws. The most recent developments in the 

Cambodian legal system in the field of child protection have focused on juvenile justice and 

improving the conditions for children in conflict with the law. Cambodia is therefore making 

efforts towards implementing international good practices into their legal system which can 

also be illustrated by the child protection law that is currently being developed by the 

Cambodian government. The following section will give an overview of the current legislative 

framework in Cambodia to protect children.   

 

National instruments  
 

The sixth Constitution of Cambodia, through various articles, aims to protect vulnerable 

individuals, including children, from different types of abuse and exploitation as well as legally 

ensuring the protection of their basic human rights (RGC 2008a). In 1996, the law on 

‘Suppression of kidnapping, trafficking and human exploitation’ for example, was enacted in 

Cambodia in order to respond to the long running issues of human trafficking and prostitution 

in Cambodia (RGC 2008b). In 2008, a new law on the suppression of Human trafficking and 

sexual exploitation was enacted in Cambodia in order to “protect the rights and dignity of 

human beings, to improve the health and welfare of citizens, to preserve and enhance good 

national customs, and to implement the UN protocol to prevent, suppress, and punish 

trafficking in persons, especially women and children, supplementing the United Nations 

Convention against Transnational organized crime, or other international instruments or 

agreements with regard to human trafficking that the Kingdom of Cambodia has ratified or 

signed”1.  

 

In the wake of the adoption of this law, the Commune Committees for Women and children 

(CCWC) was created to monitor the myriad of social issues affecting women and children 

within each commune and were given the mandate of preventing and responding to the issue 

of sexual abuse and exploitation. Since then, they have become a prominent actor in the 

protection of children from any forms of violence, abuse and neglect in Cambodia. In 2000, 

the Cambodian National Council for Children (CNCC), established by the Council of Ministers 

in 1995, developed a five-year action plan against the sexual exploitation of children (RGC 

 
1 Article 1 
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1995). In addition, the Law on the Prevention of Domestic Violence and Protection of Victims 

was enacted in 2005 and condemns any form of sexual aggression made towards children and 

recognizes sexual abuse as a form of domestic violence (article 3) (RGC 2005).  However, the 

definition of sexual abuse continues to remain quite limited in the text. For example, Article 7 

only refers to violent sex, sexual harassment and any other violent exposures which again 

highlights the lack of awareness on the broad scope in which child sexual abuse can take place. 

 

In the 2007 Code of Criminal Procedure, there is reference to child perpetrators and how they 

should be punished however, nothing is specifically recommended for how child victims of 

sexual abuse should be cared for (RGC 2007). The Guidelines for the Protection of Rights of 

Trafficked children in Cambodia fills this gap by offering specific instructions on how child 

victims of who have been trafficked for sexual purposes, should be treated within the 

courtroom. For example, these guidelines indicate that the judiciary system should use 

technologies and tools such as TV and video-taped interviews to avoid direct confrontation 

between victims and their traffickers. In addition, these guidelines reiterate the importance of 

keeping children’s data confidential and not obliging children to be witnesses in court 

proceedings. Specific measures of protection to ensure the safety of children and their families 

during trials are also highlighted. While these guidelines fill an important gap in guiding the 

protection of child victim’s, they are not legally binding and remain specific to the victims of 

human trafficking.  

 

The 2010 Criminal Code, which “defines offences, determines those who may be found guilty 

of committing them, sets penalties, and how they shall be enforced” has various articles 

dedicated to the issue of sexual violence, exploitation and abuse however, does not give a clear 

definition of what specifically sexual abuse is (RGC 2007). The Criminal Code sets the age of 

sexual consent at fifteen years of age. According to article 250, sexual harassment can be 

punished with imprisonment for six days to three months and a fine of “one hundred thousand2 

to five hundred thousand riels”3. While it does not mention the terms of sexual abuse, article 

298 indicates that “publicly soliciting another person with a view to inciting them to engage in 

sexual relations shall be punishable by a fine from five thousand to fifty thousand riels”4. 

Article 341 defines indecent assault  as being “the act of touching or exposing the sexual organs 

 
2 25 USD to 125 USD  
3 Article 250, Cambodian Criminal Code  
4 1.25 USD to 12.5 USD 
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or other parts of another person’s body, or of letting another person to touch the sexual organs 

or other parts of the perpetrators’ body or that of a third person for the purpose of sexual 

arousal or satisfaction of the perpetrators” and established that if an indecent assault is 

committed upon a minor under fifteen years old, a fine (from two million to six million riels5) 

and imprisonment (one to three years) will be applied, with stronger punishments being applied 

in aggravating circumstances6 such as the assault being committed by an ascendant, by a person 

having authority over the minor, or if the assault is committed by several persons acting as 

“perpetrators, co-perpetrators, instigators or accomplices” and if it involves the payment of 

remunerations.  

 

A strong emphasis is made on rape which is considered to be one of the most severe forms of 

sexual abuse and is defined by the article 239 as “any act of sexual penetration with a sexual 

organ or an object committed against another person of either sex by violence, coercion, threat 

or by being opportunistic”. The following articles (240, 241, 242, 243, 244) lists a series of 

aggravating circumstances and the precise number of years perpetrators must be sentenced to 

in relation to the circumstances in which the rape took place.  However, in the text only the 

most severe forms of sexual abuse are addressed and there is still a remaining gap to address 

entirely all forms of sexual abuse.  

 

 
Regional instruments  
 

The 2003 Memorandum of Understanding ratified with Thailand aims to address human 

trafficking This Memorandum of Understanding entitled, ‘Eliminating Trafficking in children 

and women and assisting victims of trafficking’ aims to combat factors that make individuals 

vulnerable to human trafficking and address ‘sexual issues’ derived from human trafficking 

such as prostitution, sex tourism and entertainment as well as pornography. However, there is 

no mention of the specific vulnerabilities facing boys within this memorandum.  

 

In 2004, the multi-country Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation against Trafficking 

in Persons in the Greater Mekong Sub-Region was an attempt to strengthen the regional 

struggle against human trafficking by encouraging a group of South East Asian countries 

 
5 500 USD to 1500 USD 
6 Refers to Article 352 of the Criminal Code of Cambodia  
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(Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, China, Myanmar and Thailand) to unite in their efforts to prevent, 

respond to and monitor human-trafficking related activities within the region as well as to push 

each country to adopt ambitious policies, guidelines and laws against human trafficking. In the 

same year, a “Declaration against Trafficking in persons particularly in women and children” 

was made by ASEAN7 which reaffirmed the efforts made at the regional level to combat human 

trafficking.  

 

The following year, Cambodia signed an additional Memorandum of Understanding with 

Vietnam to commit to being more vigilant on the human trafficking activities taking place 

between the two countries. It also outlines more specific details on cooperation between the 

two countries including what protection victims are entitled to and how repatriation should take 

place. In addition, it identifies which actors and institutions are responsible for implementing 

these measures. However, in the fight against sexual abuse and specifically the vulnerability of 

boys, these regional instruments do not hold much legal weight as while they acknowledge the 

existence of sexual exploitation and human trafficking, they are not legally binding. They have 

however, set the stage for more ambitious policies, guidelines and laws to be adopted at the 

national level on issues of sexual abuse and human trafficking that include the mention of boys.  

 

International instruments  
 
In 1985, Cambodia ratified the Beijing rules which are the United Nations minimum standards 

for the administration of juvenile justice. They provide guidelines on how children in conflict 

with the law should be treated differently from adults within the criminal justice system 

highlighting, for instance, the role of the police (UN 1995). In 1990, the UN rules for the 

protection of juveniles deprived of their liberty was another effort made to ensure that children 

in conflict with the law are treated in a child friendly manner. The Riyad guidelines are also an 

example of international efforts to respond to child delinquency and establish restorative 

mechanisms as opposed to punitive ones within the judicial system (UN 1990). However, it 

fails to mention how child victims of sexual abuse should be adequately protected within the 

judicial system. While significant, these rules and guidelines do not carry as much weight as 

the treaties ratified in 1992. 

 

 
7 The association of South-East Asian Nations  
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In 1992, the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child were ratified by Cambodia (CRC) 

(CEDAW 1992). The United Nations convention on the Rights of the Child8 is legally binding 

and has provided guidance to the Cambodian government on how the judicial system should 

be structured, specifically in relation to children in articles 31 and 489. The Royal Government 

of Cambodia (RGC) has recognized that the rights of children, as indicated in the UN 

Convention of the right of child, must be applied in Cambodia. This is an official commitment 

from the government to protect children’s rights and is centered around implementing the 

principle of the best interest of the child within decision-making processes related to children 

and the judicial system. Depending on the child’s age and development stages, the Convention 

asserts that children must be treated in a child-friendly manner throughout the justice process 

and make sure that their rights to dignity, confidentiality and privacy are consistently respected 

throughout the legal process.  

 

The convention also set the groundwork for a restorative process in the justice system for 

children in conflict with the law as it emphasizes that it is necessary to provide compensation 

and rehabilitation for children who have suffered from violence in its various forms10. Article 

56 indicates that there should be specific institutions for children and that ‘specialized courts 

and criminal procedures should be established for child victims of violence’ that ensure their 

adequate participation in the judicial process. It also recommends specialized units in the police 

be established stating that, “All professionals working with and for children and involved in 

such cases should receive specific interdisciplinary training on the rights and needs of children 

of different age groups, as well as on proceedings that are adapted to them.”11 In 2002, 

Cambodia ratified the Optional Protocol of the convention which include issues of pornography 

and child prostitution (United Nations 1992). In 2005, the UN guidelines on justice in matters 

involving child victims and witnesses of crime reinforce the principles of the CRC and the 

necessity to provide children an adapted and friendly legal system (ECOSOC 2005). 

 

Recent evolution of the legal framework in Cambodia  
 

 
8 Commonly called CRC or UNCRC 
9 The state shall protect the right of the children as stipulated in the convention of the rights of the child, Extract 
of article 38, UNCRC  
10 Article 55, paragraph e) of the UNCRC 
11 Article 56, UNCRC 
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In 2016, the Juvenile justice law was enacted in Cambodia in accordance with UN 

recommendations12 (RGC 2016c). This law sets the groundwork to ensure that minors in 

conflict with the law are treated differently from adults and is a major advancement within the 

current legal system in Cambodia. One objective of the law is to avoid minors in conflict with 

the law being systematically placed in detention and instead aims to ensure that they receive 

adequate services so they can be rehabilitated and end cycles of violence. In addition, the 

Juvenile Justice Law’s strategic and operational plan outlines the current obstacles in 

implementing juvenile justice and promoting a restorative process as opposed to punitive 

processes (RGC 2016a). This includes for example, a lack of financial resources to establish 

youth rehabilitation centers for minors in conflict with the law or specialist agencies for the 

implementation of alternatives measures. The current legal framework in Cambodia is 

regularly updated and as demonstrated above, a number of efforts have been made to address 

the issue of sexual abuse towards children, for both girls and boys.  

 

A new child protection law for example, is currently being drafted which will emphasize the 

importance of improving justice for child victims, including in cases of sexual abuse, in 

particular online abuse. However, there still remain challenges with policy implementation, 

limited human and financial resources in communes and districts as well as a lack of awareness 

around the vulnerabilities of boys to sexual abuse. There is also a lack of understanding of the 

complex nature of sexual abuse, in particular in relation to the experience of boys. Much work 

still needs to be done to raise awareness that boys are sexually abused so that more protective 

practices can be made within the judicial system in Cambodia for boys.   

 

3.  IMPLEMENTATION: FIRST STEP CAMBODIA  
Over the past decade, first Step Cambodia (FSC) has supported a large number of children 

affected by sexual abuse. FSC practitioners work together with children and their families to 

empower them and provide support in dealing with sexual abuse by offering counselling and 

therapeutic services as well as assistance in court, help with transportation, access to education 

and vocational training, safe access to food and healthcare and income generation activities in 

partnership with children’s caregivers. FSC and its partner organizations also provide 

 
12 Guidelines for action on Children in the Criminal Justice System 
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information for children and their families on how to seek justice, prosecute perpetrators and 

receive compensation. FSC and their partner organizations provide approximately two years 

of support to each child and their families who have been affected by sexual abuse.  

 

However, out of a total 178 boys affected by sexual abuse who have benefited from First Step 

Cambodia’s support since 2016, ninety-eight of them (approximately 55%) did not file a 

complaint in the court and were not willing to bring the perpetrators to justice. These figures 

are even more alarming considering that the sexual abuse of boys is already largely under-

reported13.  There are many reasons why children and their families might choose to not file a 

complaint when a boy is a victim of sexual abuse. For example, in research conducted by First 

Step Cambodia and other regional partners entitled Caring for Boys, it was found that feelings 

of shame disproportionately affect boys making them and their families unwilling to seek 

justice through formal channels (Family for Every Child 2018). Children and families also have 

a low level of trust in the judicial process (police, prosecutors and judges). Harmful gender 

norms embedded in the fabric of Cambodian society may also prevent boy victims from going 

to court. Common perceptions of masculinity in Cambodia dictate that boys are expected to be 

strong, tough and be able to protect themselves. Thus, if a boy is sexually abused, they may 

fear they will be met with disbelief, mocked, punished, or accused of being gay.  

 

The cost of engaging in court procedures is also an important aspect to take into consideration. 

Parents of child victims14 have frequently reported that the cost of going to court is an obstacle 

in going through the formal justice system and for those who do, many report that they were 

only able to pursue justice through the courts because they were financially supported by an 

NGO. A mother of a boy victim reported: 

 

Without the financial support of an NGO, I would not have gone to the court, there 

would have been too many things to pay for, especially the transportation. In addition, 

the NGO gave us clear information so we understood it was important to go to the 

court. 

 

 
13 a meta-analysis in the region confirmed that the median prevalence rates are higher for boys than girls, while 
less than 6% of boys seek help after sexual abuse, compared to 40% of girls (UNICEF, 2012 and 2014) 
14 Interview of FSC clients (boys affected by sexual abuse)  
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The length of trials and court procedures is also of concern and frustration among child victims 

and their parents as it ‘gives the perpetrators many ways to escape the sentence.’15 Ideally, a 

trial should not last more than twelve months however, it is common for court procedures to 

last up to two or three years. As a result, parents of boys who have been victims of sexual 

assault, supported by First Step Cambodia, said that they sometimes felt discouraged during 

the court process. A mother of a boy victim in Siem Reap province reported that: 

 

All that I see is that the legal process takes a very long time and the perpetrators is not 

even arrested.   

 

Many times, parents of victims do not file complaints simply because they don’t trust the 

existing justice mechanisms. In other cases where parents of boys who have been victims of 

sexual abuse and who did file a complaint, they reported that corruption was an issue 

throughout the court processes. For example, it is common that the police accept money from 

perpetrators as an informal agreement to not file charges or they may also ask money from the 

victim to file the complaints properly. For example, a mother of a boy victim said that:  

 

More respect and attention should be given to children and proceedings should be 

conducted according to the law. 

 
 
Reparations 
 
Out of the eighty boys affected by sexual abuse who have been supported by First Step 

Cambodia in recent years who did file a complaint with the court, only twenty-two have 

received financial compensation. Based on the experience of APLE, as well as First Step 

Cambodia, most victims seek financial compensation in addition to the imprisonment of the 

perpetrator. However, children and families have reported being discouraged by the length of 

time it takes to receive justice or financial compensation. In many cases16 perpetrators claim to 

not have any financial resources to compensate the victims as required by the criminal code. 

In these cases, the onus is on the victims to bring evidence to the court and engage in 

‘compensation bargains” which are a claim to the court for the perpetrator to provide financial 

compensation. Following this, an investigation is then conducted to determine whether the 

 
15 Report of an interview from one parent of a child victim, client of First Step Cambodia  
16 Information obtained through an interview with a child protection specialist at APLE) 
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perpetrator has any potential financial assets. If a perpetrator does not have any valuable 

financial assets and there are no funds available for compensation, then the victim will not 

receive the compensation. Understandably many victims become disheartened by the process 

and tend to give up, leaving them without seeing the perpetrator punished or without financial 

compensation. A member of the Commune Council for Women and Children (CCWC) in Siem 

Reap province shared one experience where a boy was sexually abused in his commune: 

 

The perpetrator has been sentenced to prison but there is still no compensation and 

reparation given to the victim after three years.  

 

Up until now, there have been many obstacles for child victims of sexual abuse in receiving 

justice.  

 

What does a child friendly court look like in Cambodia? 
  
There continue to be a number of challenges with the Cambodian judicial system in meeting 

international standards of having child friendly measures in place. For example, in many cases, 

the best interest of the child is not taken into account throughout the court process, as was 

reported by the parent of one boy survivor of sexual abuse: 

 

           My child could see the perpetrator at the police station. 

 

In many cases, children do not have the option to choose the gender of their lawyers which can 

lead to discomfort in children sharing their experiences and their feelings. In addition, the court 

process is often not properly explained to the child and children are often unaware of what 

sentence the perpetrator has received. A lack of financial resources is also an issue and many 

families are reluctant to engage in the court process due to the multiple costs associated with 

the process such as paying for transport. There is also a lack of lawyers in rural areas.  

 

There have been some efforts however, to provide psychosocial support for children in courts 

who have suffered sexual violence. During the criminal justice procedure, girls who have been 

sexually abused will typically receive a social worker from the Department of Women’s affairs 

(DoWA) while boys will be given a social worker under the Department of Social Affairs 

Veterans and Youth (DoSVY). The Department of Women Affairs are mostly trained in areas 
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related to sexual abuse and exploitation however, there is still there is a lack of knowledge 

within these departments when it comes to the sexual abuse of boys (Orha 2020). There have 

been reports that law enforcement places more focus on collecting evidence to prosecute the 

offender than providing psychosocial support to the victims of sexual abuse, despite the fact 

there are provisions on these matters. There have also been reports of cases where social 

workers have been reluctant to join police interviews despite continued requests that they are 

present in the interviews (Orha 2020). A program coordinator from This Life Cambodia for 

example, who has accompanied child victims of sexual violence in court, explained that there 

is still no specialized court for children in Cambodia where the judiciary are trained to 

understand the specific problems facing children: 

 
There is no juvenile court, family court, business court, or military court. There is one 

one court to solve everything. There is a provincial court, a supreme court and an 

appeals court.  

 

As a result of this, court officials often lack specialised knowledge on issues related to sexual 

violence, in particular in relation to boys. The program coordinator from This Life Cambodia 

said:  

 

They are not aware of the social circumstances, they are not psychologists, they are not 

learning about these issues, so they don’t have specialised knowledge about these 

issues.  

 

There has been some evidence that in recent years however, judges have begun to use more 

child friendly methods of interviewing children which has included building a relationship with 

children and using child friendly interviewing methods. However, these methods have only 

been used occasionally and at times it was reported that the terminology used in the courts is 

too difficult for the children to understand (Orha 2020). There have also been reported 

challenges with the police adopting child friendly attitudes and respecting children’s rights 

throughout the court process, largely due to a lack of training on how to implement child 

friendly measures. This is particularly an issue at the commune level where there is little 

understanding of child friendly procedures (Orha 2020). Children with disabilities face specific 

challenges, particularly in relation to communication. While children have been on occasion 

asked to use drawing as a form of communication, they were often asked to repeat their story 
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multiple times which could result in re-victimization and re-traumatization (Orha 2020). There 

have also been issues reported with a lack of communication between the police and specialists. 

 

Another issue is the lack of sufficient services for boys in comparison to those that are available 

to girls. A child protection worker from APLE explained the importance of boys receiving 

services after being sexually assaulted:  

 

Boys would often not say something about this abuse because they are worried about 

being mocked and made fun of. The trauma suffered by boys must be difficult for them 

to manage because they can’t find somebody to speak with about their emotional 

trauma. There are cases where boys try to commit suicide. Boys need to make sure that 

they receive support because they say that they need this support.  

 
Thus, significant efforts still need to be made in Cambodia in making courts more child friendly 

and ensuring that the child’s well-being is looked after as they move through the court process. 

In addition, many efforts still need to be made in recognizing that boys are also victims of 

sexual assault and are also in need of protection from the courts.  

 

 

4. BEYOND THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK  
 

Lack of acknowledgement of sexual abuse against boys 
 

While Cambodia has made significant efforts to create a legal framework to protect children 

from sexual violence, there are still a number of social and cultural factors that inhibit children, 

in particular boys, from accessing justice. One of the first challenges is the lack of 

acknowledgement that boys can even be sexually abused. This lack of acknowledgement also 

often extends into the humanitarian sphere where discussions on sexual violence against 

children often don’t include boys. For example, in a report published by World Vision entitled 

‘Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Cambodia’ only the experiences of girls were 

mentioned, with no mention of sexual abuse against boys (Shaw 2013). A 27-year-old tour 

guide in Siem Reap explained: 
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I never thought about sexual abuse against men until now. I don’t know much about 

sexual abuse, I don’t think that many people are aware of this, they don’t know what it 

actually is. They don’t know how big it is. People are scared to talk about these issues, 

Cambodia is not a free place yet where people can express themselves and speak freely. 

Though when it comes to talking about men being sexually abused, they will just think 

that they are gay. 

 

A program coordinator from the NGO, This Life Cambodia which works towards supporting 

children and families in Cambodia explained how most people would not take legal action 

should they, or someone in their family be sexually assaulted due to their lack of knowledge 

on the sexual abuse of boys. He said:   

 

In the rural areas people mostly know nothing about the sexual abuse of boys. They 

might think that the abuse would only be done by a foreigner, they don’t think that it 

can happen somewhere like a Pagoda. So they mostly wouldn’t listen to a boy when he 

says that something has happened to him. But it is good to learn more about this and 

to get people to open their eyes so that a boy can actually get support, the same as a 

girl.  

 

FSC has made considerable efforts over the last six years to develop prevention programs to 

prevent sexual abuse and violence which have been adapted to different members of the public 

(children and adults) by using different tools such as posters and films to reach individuals 

within communities and schools in rural areas. These workshops encourage communication 

and awareness-raising efforts on sexual abuse and also have a specific focus on the 

vulnerability of boys. However, FSC found that the vast majority of adult participants in these 

workshops have a very limited knowledge on the definition of sexual abuse and are not aware 

that this issue can also affect boys. The dominant perspective is that boys and men are the 

perpetrators while girls and women are always the victim. There is also a general lack of 

knowledge about the fact that more than 25% of sexual abuse committed to children, is done 

by other children. This lack of acknowledgement that boys can be and are sexually abused 

presents a great challenge for boys accessing justice. Without it being acknowledged that boys 

can be victims of sexual abuse, it becomes enormously challenging to implement legal 
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mechanisms to protect them. There are a number of reasons why the sexual abuse of boys still 

remains underacknowledged in Cambodia, of which will be explored below.  

 
 
Masculinity and the sexual abuse of boys 
 
Throughout south east Asian societies, the sexual abuse of males has received little attention. 

Young boys are assumed to be able to protect themselves from violence, to be inherently strong, 

stoic, brave and incapable of being harmed and therefore not in need of protection (Hlavka 

2017). These assumptions reinforce beliefs that men are psychologically resilient and are able 

to more easily recover from trauma than girls (Chynoweth 2017). Furthermore, the existence 

of sexual relations between males also often goes ignored and it is commonly assumed that 

heterosexuality is the norm (Frederick 2010). These cultural traits are typically learned in 

childhood and men are expected to perform them in order fulfil their socially constructed roles 

as males. The concept of gender as being a performance was first suggested by Butler (1988) 

who described gender as being ‘the cultural significance that the sexed body assume and is 

then reproduced within the society in which that person lives.’ 

 

Thus, for boys in Cambodia, concepts of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ are taught to them from a 

young age (Connell & Messerschmidt 2005). It is these perceptions of hegemonic masculinity 

that ultimately come to inform the way that sexual abuse against males is understood at both 

the local and national level and consequently policy and practice are formed around them 

(UNICEF 2017).  This can be demonstrated in a statement made by a child protection worker 

from the NGO, APLE who aims to protect children from sexual violence: 

 
Many know that women and girls are sexually abused, though some laugh when they 

hear about the sexual abuse of boys and they sometimes make fun of it, they say that it 

is impossible. In one court hearing I went to, the judge made fun of the boy who had 

been exploited saying that he was male so how he could be a victim.  

 

Part of these conceptions of hegemonic masculinity assume that men and boys are also always 

the perpetrators of sexual violence while women and girls are always the victims (Hlavka 

2017). It is also assumed that males are always sexually virile while women are not. Denis 

discusses this concept in his research on prostitution in Cambodia, where he found that women 

are typically referred to as prostitutes whereas men are generally referred to as sex workers. 
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These differences in terminology imply that women are forced to engage in sexual exchanges 

whereas men always enter them voluntarily. This is suggestive of the cultural perceptions that 

assume that women are in need of protection where men are not, reinforcing cultural 

perceptions of male virility and female vulnerability. A representative from the NGO Hagar 

that works towards protecting women and children from human slavery, trafficking and abuse 

explains:   

 
It’s a Cambodian norm that Cambodian men are strong and girls are weak. So because 

boys are strong and powerful, they can’t be subject to abuse. These are things that 

should happen to the girls. For people, the sexual abuse of boys is unbelievable.  

 

It is because of such beliefs that it is assumed that males cannot be made vulnerable to sexual 

violence.  

 

Gendered concepts of shame also play a role in the lack of acknowledgement of male sexual 

abuse. In Cambodia there is a common adage that women are like cloth and males are like gold. 

When a cloth is soiled, it is no longer useful, however, if gold is soiled it only needs to be 

polished again to be restored to its original state. This adage is commonly linked to sexual 

behavior where a woman can be shamed for her sexual behavior while a man cannot. An 

example of this are cultural expectations of virginity. A woman is expected to be a virgin before 

marriage while a man is not. As a woman’s social worth is largely linked to her ability to get 

married she must be a virgin in order to get married. Should she be raped or sexually assaulted 

and consequently loose her virginity before marriage, this would result in her being unable to 

marry. She would then lose her social worth as well as damage her family’s reputation. This 

can be further demonstrated through the code of conduct and obedience for women known as 

chbab srey (‘women’s law’) (Haworth 2014).  

 

Men are not subject to the same cultural expectations of virginity and therefore cannot lose 

their social worth through being sexually assaulted, thus the same harm is not perceived to have 

taken place as if it had happened to a female. A 37-year-old woman from Siem Reap and 

mother of a 5-year-old son explained: 

 

Now things might be changing but in Cambodian culture, women have to be virgins 

before they get married. So if a girl gets sexually abused, people won’t say anything 
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because if people know, then the girl won’t be able to get married. People only care 

about their reputation, they won’t care about the feelings of the girl, just her virginity. 

With a boy, it doesn’t matter if he is a virgin. If he was sexually abused, people wouldn’t 

care about his suffering. This is also because a girl’s reputation is linked to her family, 

a boy goes to live with another family when he gets married so his reputation is linked 

to them.  There’s nothing a man can do to be shamed.  

 
 A child protection worker from the NGO APLE also explains:  

 

There is an issue related to virginity because it’s important for a woman to be able to 

get married. With a boy this isn’t a problem because the majority of families think that 

boys can’t be sexually abused. There is less protective behaviour around boys because 

of the perception that they can’t be hurt so even if there is case of a boy being sexually 

abused, they wouldn’t worry about it.  

 

A 38-year-old man living in Siem Reap also said: 

 

In Asian culture, if a female was sexually abused, this would destroy her reputation. 

But if you are a man, then you are a strong and nothing is destroyed in your life. That 

is the limit of the understanding of the people in this society. Though boys could be 

sexually abused anytime and with anyone, it depends where you are and what you are 

doing. 

 

Thus, as a males social identity and his ability to get married cannot be destroyed from being 

sexually assaulted, as a woman’s can, the harm caused to a male who is sexually assaulted is 

not seen to be as damaging as if a woman is sexually assaulted. As a result of these belief 

systems surrounding gender, the concept of males being sexually abused is often dismissed. 

 

Furthermore, should a male become a victim of sexual abuse, this reverses traditional cultural 

concepts of masculinity and femininity where the female is seen to be vulnerable and the male 

is expected to be sexually dominant. This places the male in the role of the feminine, making 

him seen to be weak or flawed (Hilton 2008). This can be further demonstrated through a 2008 

UNESCO ethnography of Cambodian male-to-male sexuality, where it was found that in 

Cambodia, a man’s sexual identity is more associated with his characteristics as opposed to his 
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sexual behaviour (UNESCO 2008). Thus, a male who has been a victim of sexual violence will 

be seen as less of a male for not being able to protect themselves from being abused (Ricardo 

& Barker, 2008). It is such perceptions that lead to feelings of shame. The representative from 

Hagar explained: 

 
If boys are sexually abused it makes them feel ashamed and like they are a girl not a 

boy. The boy might try to harm himself as he might feel confused as to whether he is a 

boy or a girl. So if a boy is sexually abused then he would probably hide and not say 

anything. 

 
Discriminatory attitudes towards homosexuals present another challenge for boys who have 

been sexually abused (Tadele 2009). In Cambodia, homosexuality is still not fully accepted 

and men who do have sexual relations with other men often experience discrimination 

(Sovannara & Ward 2004). A 2004 USAID report found for example that stigma and 

discrimination against homosexual men leads them to ‘hide their face’ with men reporting 

experiencing violence, ostracism, rejection from family and friends and in some cases losing 

their jobs, making them unwilling to speak about their sexual preferences (Dank et al. 2015). 

In many cases, boys may therefore choose to not speak up about the abuse that they have 

experienced out of the fear that they will then be labelled as being homosexual (Mai 2011). 

Thus, in far too many cases, homophobic beliefs overshadow the victimization experienced by 

boys (Promundo 2012). It is these traditional and social norms contribute to a culture of silence 

surrounding sexual abuse and create an environment where child sexual abuse and exploitation 

can flourish. 

 

Stigma, discrimination and shame 
 
Thus, one of the biggest challenges for boys who have been sexually abused in seeking legal 

assistance, is the shame attached to being sexually abused. In the Butterfly Longitudinal Study 

of Sex Trafficking in Cambodia, ‘Going it Alone’: Following the male cohort of survivors of 

sex trafficking of the Chab Dai Butterfly Longitudinal Research Project, one in four 

participants who had been sexually abused reported that they did not have any trusting 

relationships in their community and that they had been shamed by their family when it was 

found out that their child had been sexually abused. Other male participants worried about 

being discriminated against by those in their community if it was known that they had been 

sexually abused (Channtha et al. 2021). In the research conducted for this study, the 



24 
 

participants also reported that boys who had been sexually assaulted would experience shame 

due to cultural perceptions of masculinity as well as taboos around speaking about sexual 

assault. The representative from Hagar said: 

 
Boys feel more shame than the girls to talk about sexual abuse so they would rather 

hide but they really need psychological support.  

   

A 37-year-old woman from Siem Reap and a mother of a 5-year-old boy explained: 

 

People don’t talk about sexual abuse, they might feel shame or embarrassment if it 

happens to their children. Cambodian people will keep quiet, they don’t want to talk 

about these things, they feel shame that people will talk bad about their kid. They just 

shut down and don’t talk about it more. Some people won’t even go to the police. I’m 

sure that it happens a lot but nobody says anything.  

 

For boys who have been sexually abused by a female, they face even greater barriers in being 

believed or having their claims of sexual assault taken seriously. Boys have reported being 

treated with indifference and disbelief due to the cultural beliefs that men should always be 

sexually dominant and have full control over their sexual activities (Josenhans 2019). A 27-

year-old male from Phnom Penh described his experience of growing up in an orphanage run 

by Christian missionaries where he was groomed by one of the female leaders of the 

organization when he was 13. He engaged in a sexual relationship with her when he was 15, 

she was in her mid-30s. He explained however, that he didn’t realize that he had been groomed 

until he was 18. He said: 

 

People couldn’t believe that it happened to me, they said that that was impossible. 

People made me feel like it was my fault and that I had destroyed the family. When they 

found out, the authority in the NGO blamed me, not her. She was very well respected, 

I was seen as a teenager who was going after this woman.  

 

People told me that I was lucky that I got to sleep with a beautiful, married woman. My 

friends told him that they wished that they had the chance to do that. Even the pastor 

told me that. It made me feel weird but when people said that to me, it felt like it was 

my fault.  
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It was hard to say no to her, I needed someone who played a motherly role, she paid 

attention to me and gave me gifts at the age of 13 or 14. I felt that I couldn’t say no and 

I didn’t want to say no. She also tried it with other boys who were 13 – 15 of age.  

 

I never told anyone about the abuse, I was scared, I knew what I was doing was wrong, 

it was my best friends mum but she had so much power over my life. I felt that I needed 

her and the parental care that she offered me.  

 

Boys have reported being blamed for the sexual abuse perpetrated against them, as 

demonstrated in the story above (Hilton 2008). A program coordinator from This Life 

Cambodia described how she witnessed children being blamed for the sexual violence that had 

been perpetrated against them when in court: 

 
Children, both boys and girls, have been laughed at in the court and have been blamed. 

This mostly happens in the commune. Boys wouldn’t be believed if they went to the 

police and they would most likely not report it. The judges would probably laugh about 

a boy reporting sexual abuse. I went to the court one time, the court blamed the victim 

and asked why did you go there to get raped. This questioning to the children could 

traumatise them.  

 

Blaming children for being sexually assaulted could not only further traumatise them but 

strongly discourage them from speaking out about their experiences and seeking justice as wel 

as encouraging feelings of shame and fear.  

 

 
Psychosocial support for boys 
 
 
Despite these perceptions that men and boys are inherently strong and cannot be harmed, boys 

who have been sexually abused do experience high levels of shame and a loss of honour (Davis 

et al. 2017). Sexual violence can have a number of short- and long-term physical and mental 

health effects that can impact a child’s education, health, employment and well-being 

(Moynihan et al. 2018). For example, a study with youth participating in post-trafficking 

assistance services in Cambodia, Thailand and Viet Nam found that over one third of boys 
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showed symptoms of anxiety and depression, and over one quarter of these boys had symptoms 

of PTSD (Nodzenski et al. 2019). Lisak (1994) found that in an analysis of 26 male survivors 

of sexual abuse, male victims reported feelings of worthlessness, emptiness, and inferiority 

which became worse over time.   

 

A 2005 literature review on the psychological consequences of male sexual abuse found that 

males experienced a number of negative effects on their gender identity and self-esteem and 

dealt with trauma through denial, self-hypnosis, dissociation and self-mutilation (Valente 

2005). Berelowitz et al. (2012) also found that children who have been sexually abused 

reported low self-esteem and self-harm with boys having the highest rates of committing self-

harm as well as having suicidal thoughts and attempts (Edinburgh et al. 2015). Furthermore, 

sexual abuse can result in boys having difficulties in trusting others, a lack of self-worth and 

problems with connecting with others (Hallett 2016). The 27-year-old male from Phnom Penh 

who was groomed by an older female missionary explained: 

 

People don’t understand the mental abuse after this situation. I struggled with drinking 

and didn’t understand how to build relationships with women.  

 
According to the Butterfuly Longitudinal Study of Sex Trafficking in Cambodia, one 

participant said that the trauma from a case of sexual abuse nearly seven years earlier left him 

feeling constantly anxious about people in his community finding out that he had been sexually 

abused. Another participant aged 19 in 2015, reported having difficulties keeping stable 

employment due to having persistent problems with his employers. He felt that this was due to 

feeling constant anxiety as he was not able to provide income for his family which led to 

substance abuse (Channtha et al. 2021). Thus, there is significant evidence demonstrating that 

sexual violence can have a tremendous impact on the mental well-being of children, including 

boys.  

 

However, there has also been significant evidence showing that psychological and 

psychosocial support can help assist children in working through situations of sexual abuse 

(WHO 2017). In Cambodia however, there is still little available in terms of the provision of 

psychosocial support for victims of sexual abuse, in particular males. A representative from 

the NGO Hagar explained: 
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The government doesn’t have psychological support for the victim. Counselling is still 

a new thing for Cambodia, they just learn to live with trauma. There are people living 

with trauma hiding inside and so there are challenges for people to deal with this. There 

is a need for psychosocial support for not only the victim but the family.  

 

People who have experienced a lot of trauma from the past have lost trust, they don’t 

trust their families, they don’t trust others, people don’t feel trust to tell what has 

happened to them so the people educate the next generation this way. Telling people 

what has happened to others is not something that is done. So when it comes to talking 

to councillors, the people don’t trust, people don’t have psychological support. It 

creates generational trauma.  

 

 

5. THE WAY FORWARD: WHAT IS NEEDED TO 
PROTECT BOYS?  

 
Like in much of the world, Cambodia is still largely dominated by gender norms that have been 

influenced by a patriarchal system. Boys are expected to be strong, non-vulnerable, 

economically responsible for their families and therefore to some extent, entitled to the use of 

violence. Boys are also always assumed to be sexually virile and in control. Girls are thought 

to be passive, submissive and vulnerable to sexual abuse. Thus, in order to eradicate gender-

based violence including sexual violence towards both boys and girls, it is necessary to 

reexamine these dominant cultural ideas surrounding masculinity and femininity which are so 

embedded in the cultural fabric of Cambodian society. Development and humanitarian 

programs should not only promote girl’s education and empowerment but also work alongside 

boys and men to encourage boys to understand that it is okay to be vulnerable and that their 

masculinity should not be reliant on dominance and sexual virility. This should also include 

raising awareness that boys can be sexually abused. Boys should be encouraged to report to 

authorities should they experience sexual abuse and all efforts should be made to reduce stigma 

and shame against them. The 27-year-old tour guide from Siem Reap agrees that it is essential 

that individuals, including boys speak up in the case of sexual assault: 
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There needs to be more awareness on these issues. Now the world is changing and 

people are becoming more aware of their rights. People should have the confidence to 

speak, be free to express themselves and speak out when they have been abused. Even 

just by talking about it now, I feel more encouraged to speak out about something.  

 

Increasing awareness about the prevalence of sexual violence, including towards boys, is also 

key in the fight against sexual abuse. It is also essential that awareness is raised specifically 

about the sexual abuse of boys within the development and humanitarian sphere so that more 

legal and humanitarian action can be taken to ensure that boys receive protection. This was 

emphasized by a representative from Hagar who said:  

 

Cambodia needs to have better access to justice and to work closely with the 

government in order to advocate about the issue as well as having education and 

awareness in the community, not just in the city. People in the city are aware of the 

problem more but people in remote areas, they don’t understand the legal process. So, 

this awareness and education should also focus more in remote areas. It should focus 

on the law and there should be a hotline where people can get support.   

 

There should also be awareness about what kind of abuse can happen not just for girls 

but also for boys. They should also be made aware about who can abuse. There should 

also be more awareness about where people can find services because it can often be 

difficult for people in remote areas where there are no services because it can be hard 

for them to travel.  

 

The 27-year-old male from Phnom Penh also emphasised the importance of raising awareness 

so that children, including boys, can know how to seek support and pursue justice should they 

be sexually abused:  

 

There needs to be awareness that there can be a place where children can go, there 

needs to be child services and programs to help children. There are services in 

Cambodia but people don’t know them, only people who are educated know about them. 

I don’t know about anywhere that I could go here in Phnom Penh. I only know that I 

would go to an NGO.  
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A 38-year-old man from Siem Reap said: 

 

Raising awareness is important. Educate people about these things and make sure that 

there are some referral mechanisms to social workers. There’s not enough social 

support for boys, they need to be specialists to work with boys and girls and they need 

to train them. Though the best that you can do is educate the people about what is a 

system based on human rights and law. The police force needs also need to collaborate 

with the hospital so that they can identify cases and then refer them to social service 

providers like NGO’s services.  

 

Most importantly he reminds us: 

 

When it’s quiet it doesn’t mean that nothing is happening.  

 

 

Recommendations: Making courts more friendly to children   
 
There are a number of steps that Cambodia can take in order to ensure that boys receive 

sufficient access to justice when they are victims of sexual abuse. Children should be 

emotionally supported throughout the court process and be given access to a social worker to 

accompany them at all stages of the trial process. Children should also be accompanied by a 

parent or a legal guardian. They should also be able to choose the gender of the lawyer that 

they feel comfortable with and be able to meet with the prosecutor before the trial. It is also 

imperative to adequately advise the child throughout the court process in a child friendly way. 

It is also essential that children are kept separate from perpetrators during hearings and court 

proceedings and are advised beforehand on what questions they will be asked while in the 

courtroom. It should also be explained to children the different roles of those in the courtroom 

in order to ensure that they feel comfortable.  

 

In cases where children are not allowed to testify outside of the courtroom, they should be 

allowed to sit next to a caregiver so that they feel safe and protected. Video testimonies should 

also be used, when possible, in order to make children feel more comfortable and to avoid 

asking children to repeat their experiences of sexual abuse, which can result in significant 

traumatization. Children should therefore only be asked to disclose experiences of trauma in a 
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safe space where the questioning is led by a mental health specialist and is done in a way that 

aims to avoid harm. During the trial, contact between a victim and the perpetrator should also 

be avoided in order to not re-traumatize the child. Children should be allowed to wait in a 

separate in a waiting room from the perpetrator before and after the trial and the child should 

not be made to wait for extended periods of time either before or after the trial. When a child 

is giving testimony, the perpetrators should not be present in the room. In addition, when the 

perpetrators are called to testify, they should not be allowed to ask questions to child victims. 

Judges should also be trained and sensitized on how to interrogate child victims in a child 

friendly manner and ensure that children are not made to answer unnecessary questions that 

could have a negative impact on their well-being. Any form of questioning should take into 

consideration the child’s age and the child’s voice must be listened to. It is also essential to 

keep the child’s identity confidential as it is still very common in Cambodia to see children’s 

names either made public either in the courthouse or in the press.  

 

Role of Schools 
 

It is essential that schools play a bigger role in working towards changing harmful gender 

norms that lead both boys and girls becoming vulnerable to sexual violence. This should also 

include increasing sexual education in schools and work towards increasing awareness about 

boys’ vulnerabilities to sexual abuse. This can be achieved by increasing the discussion on 

sexual abuse in schools and integrating it into sexual education within school curriculums. 

More comprehensive sexual education programs should also be created that teach children 

about reproductive rights and establishing healthy, sexual relationships. A 37-year-old woman 

from Siem Reap felt that schools played an important role in preventing sexual abuse saying: 

 

People should be encouraged more to post on social media so they can learn more 

about these things. It’s good for the parents to learn more about the sexual abuse of 

boys because if it happens to their son in their school, then they will lose their 

confidence to go back to school and it could lead to depression. Schools should teach 

the parents how to observe when something happens to their son and try to encourage 

him to speak up if something happens to him. Though most Cambodian parents don’t 

have the mindset to encourage their child to talk, they just don’t care.  
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Role of Parents 
 

The absence of discussion within families around sexuality still remains a taboo and thus 

presents a challenge to protecting boys from sexual violence. Without discussion on this topic, 

boys remain at a greater risk of being sexually abused as well as being exposed to harmful 

pornography online. While there are challenges with encouraging families to discuss issues 

around sexuality in the short term, parents should be encouraged to understand that the absence 

of discussion around sexuality will just push children to ‘learn on their own’, which will most 

likely result in children engaging in harmful sexual behavior, including exposing themselves 

to harmful content online.  

 

Role of social workers  
 

It is necessary to increase the capacity of social workers and those working within the mental 

health profession to understand boy’s vulnerability to sexual abuse. Social workers and mental 

health professionals should be aware of why sexual violence towards boys is underreported as 

well as the taboos, stigmatization and discrimination boys who have been sexually abused are 

facing. By understanding how harmful gender norms inhibit boys from seeking help should 

they be sexually abused and the particular challenges that they may face from local law 

enforcement as well as from friends, family and the general public, those in the position to 

help, have a greater ability to do so. This will encourage boys to not only be more likely to 

report the abuse perpetrated against them however, will also assist them in recovering from 

their traumatic experiences and be better equipped to seek justice within a court.  

 

Role of Media and advocacy campaigns  
 

At the national level, more awareness that boys are sexually abused is needed to increase 

awareness among the general population. The media and the way in which they frame the issue 

of sexual violence plays an important role in this process. This can be achived in a number of 

ways. For example, in January 2021, First Step Cambodia organized a group of forty media 

influencers and journalists from different provinces in Cambodia to share sensitive information 

on sexual violence with them so that they can improve their reporting on sexual abuse and   

make more valuable contributions to increasing awareness about sexual abuse in Cambodia. 

During the workshop, the group of journalists were sensitized on how to frame the news in a 
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way that increases social awareness on sexual abuse. Too often, the news depicts sexual abuse 

as being random accidents perpetrated by ‘sick people’ as opposed to it being a very common 

societal issue that affects a large number of people, including children.  

 

Additionally, at a time where gender equality has become a priority for many actors in 

Cambodia, it is important that all stakeholders continue to promote a non-violent, inclusive and 

a non-homophobic society, where choices of sexual orientation are respected and where all 

children, independently of their gender identity feel safe and confident to report abuse. Without 

the proper support, children who have been abused, including boys, can face tremendous 

challenges in recovering from the violence perpetrated against them and in seeking justice. In 

far too many cases, these traumas are not healed which can often result in the adoption of 

harmful coping mechanisms such as the use of violence, a lack of social skills, higher rates of 

alcohol consumption and the creation of harmful cycles of violence which can be tremendously 

difficult to bring to an end. Furthermore, as children become more exposed to the digital world, 

particularly during times such as the Covid-19 pandemic, the challenge to protect children from 

sexual violence becomes greater.  

 

Improving the efficiency of the judicial system  
 

The current child protection law that being designed in Cambodia represents a positive move 

towards keeping children safe from violence as well as keeping them safe from harms online. 

It is demonstrative that there has been a significant increase in the awareness and understanding 

of the different forms sexual abuse within Cambodian society. Nevertheless, and as described 

through this paper, receiving justice continues to remain a challenge for boys who have been 

affected by sexual abuse. Civil-society organizations, local and international organizations as 

well as government authorities must continue their efforts to train all the staff on the potential 

threats of sexual violence, including towards boys, in order to ensure that they receive adequate 

access to justice. Updated prevention methods as well as coordination mechanisms and future 

laws need to be continued to be developed to ensure that children, including boys, are 

effectively protected from sexual violence.   
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