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Editorial

Here is the second issue of our journal for the year 2021. We
are very pleased to publish these contributions from a variety of authors and
backgrounds.

The first contribution – ‘”On My Own”: The Exploitation of Street-involved
Children on the Rapidly Changing Thai-Cambodian Border’ – is written by
Jarrett Davis and Glenn Miles. They argue that the effects of regional and na-
tional conflicts often have pronounced impacts on the psychosocial and socioeco-
nomic development of children, not only for those who directly experience
conflict, but also for subsequent generations. The Cambodian city of Poipet,
which runs along the Thai-Cambodian border, has been in a unique position
to observe these effects. From the refugee camps on the Thai side of the border
in the 1980s, through the writing of Cambodia’s constitution in the 1990s, to
the long period of recovery in which the areas have become synonymous with
unsafe migration, trafficking, and various forms of exploitation. The research
of Davis and Miles draws on primary data collected from 80 street-involved
Cambodian children living and/or working along the Thai-Cambodian border
area of Poipet and Aranyaprathet and offers an initial analysis of their key ex-
periences, perspectives, and vulnerabilities. The data of Davis and Miles’ article
shows that children who crossed the border for work were exposed to a
heightened risk of physical and sexual violence. Gender was also found to be a
considerable risk factor for street-involved children, with boys twice as likely to
disclose experiences of physical violence, and four-times as likely to disclose
experiences of sexual violence. Despite this, neither males nor females perceived
sexual violence as a danger for males. This article provides a resource for all
involved in supporting these children throughout the region and calls for a
more nuanced and informed discussion on the vulnerabilities of street-involved
young people in attempting to prevent and address their exposure to and expe-
rience of physical and sexual violence.

Our second contribution is written by Suzanne Hoff, who gives us a practi-
tioner’s insight in her article ‘The Importance of Strategic Litigation to Fight
Human Trafficking and (Labour) Exploitation’. Hoff calls for an increased use
of strategic litigation by NGOs in the anti-trafficking field to ensure long-lasting
systemic reforms. While the prosecution of human trafficking or related severe
forms of labour exploitation, like forced labour, tends to be quite challenging
and prosecutions and convictions are seriously lagging behind, it is argued that
strategic litigation, meaning continuing legal action, aimed at achieving rights-
related changes in law, policy, practice, and/or public awareness, can help to
ensure that justice is delivered to victims, as several landmark cases also show.
Efforts to counter human trafficking through strategic litigation by NGOs remain
in their infancy as they are resource-intensive and require access to experienced
lawyers in high-level courts. Hoff discusses some examples and dilemmas, and
identifies the needs for NGOs to be able to use strategic litigation more often
as an effective tool to effectuate systemic change.
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Our final submission is from Eva Luna Nijenhuis. With her article ‘On a
Continuum of Roles: Women as Key Socialization Actors of Other Women in
Al-Shabaab’ Nijenhuis responds to the lack of research on the active role of
women in terrorist organisations by uncovering how women in terrorist orga-
nizations, specifically Al-Shabaab, socialize with other women who enter or
change roles within the organization through a carefully conducted literature
review. Her innovative approach gives us insights from the existing literature
on the role of women in terrorist organizations and the current knowledge on
organizational socialization (part of organizational studies). Nijenhuis’s research
shows that women are active in a wide array of roles and that they should not
only be viewed as passive victims. Furthermore, women who are already famil-
iar with the terrorist organization are especially important for the socialization
of female newcomers and their role in maintaining the terrorist organization
should not be ignored. The article also sheds light on how the theory of organi-
zational socialization could be improved as the results provide a better under-
standing on how socialization might differ depending on the degree of autonomy
of newcomers and what insights it might provide for other criminal organiza-
tions.

We hope you all enjoy reading these articles.
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‘OnMyOwn’: the Exploitation of Street-involved Children
on the Rapidly Changing Thai-Cambodian Border

Jarrett Davis

Glenn Miles, PhD*

up! International

Abstract

The effects of regional and national conflicts often have pronounced
impacts on the psychosocial and socioeconomic development of children, not only for
those who directly experience conflict, but also for subsequent generations. The city
of Poipet, which runs along the Thai-Cambodian border, has been in a unique position
to observe these effects. From the refugee camps on the Thai side of the border in the
1980s, through the writing of Cambodia’s constitution in the 1990s, to the long
period of recovery in which the areas have become synonymous with unsafe migration,
trafficking, and various forms of exploitation.

The data shows that children who crossed the border work demonstrated a
heightened risk to physical and sexual violence. Gender was also found to be a consid-
erable risk factor for street-involved children, with boys twice as likely as girls to disclose
experiences of physical violence, and four times as likely to disclose experiences of
sexual violence. Despite this, neither males nor females perceived sexual violence as
a danger for males.

This research draws on primary data collected from 80 street-involved Cambodian
children living and/or working along the Thai-Cambodian border area of Poipet and
Aranyaprathet and offers an initial analysis of their key experiences, perspectives,
and vulnerabilities.

1. Introduction

While no children or young people in modern-day Cambodia
lived through the Cambodian genocide under the Khmer Rouge (1972-1979),

DOI 10.7590/266644721X16369812847070 2666-447x 2021 Journal of Human Trafficking,
Enslavement and Conflict-Related Sexual Violence
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supporting anti-trafficking and exploitation initiatives throughout Southeast Asia.
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many still suffer from its long-term impacts.1 The impacts of violence and
conflict are diverse and have particular and pronounced effects on a child’s
psychosocial and socioeconomic development. Psychosocially, impacts can in-
clude maladaptive parenting styles,2 excessive domestic violence, and lacking
educational systems. Socioeconomically, the disrupted educational systems often
lead to higher fertility rates and increased poverty.3 The Thai-Cambodian border
has perhaps seen these impacts the most. The Thai side of the border housed
many of the refugee camps during the Vietnamese occupation. In 1992-3, the
Cambodian side became the settlement of many returning, and often tempor-
arily housed, refugees including areas littered with landmines. Instabilities
have remained, with fighting over land issues between Thais and Cambodians
breaking out in February and April 2011, causing many casualties, destroying
houses, and sending tens of thousands of people living near the combat zones
into evacuation centres.4

In recent years, however, as industrialisation and trade has increased
throughout Southeast Asia, Cambodia has seen 300% growth in travel and
tourism to the country since 2010 and a rapid increase in foreign investment
from 2009-2019.5 The country has welcomed this large-scale development
through the creation and growth of its Special Economic and free-trade zones
(SEZ), where casinos, bars, hotels, and other entertainment venues proliferate.
The city of Poipet is home to an exceptionally large SEZ, in which the Cambo-
dian and Thai governments allow for special business and trade laws to stimulate
economic development. Such zones have been criticised for negative impacts
including labour exploitation and poor working conditions6 as well as contrib-
uting to the outgrowth of child sexual exploitation.7 In Poipet, the SEZ sits along
the primary land-entry border between Thailand and Cambodia and serves as

G Miles and NP Thomas, ‘“Don't Grind an Egg Against a Stone” – Children’s Rights and Vio-
lence in Cambodian History and Culture’ (2007) 16 Child Abuse Review 383-400.

1

Y Danieli, ‘Assessing Trauma Across Cultures from a Multigenerational Perspective’ in JP
Wilson and CS Tang (eds), Cross-Cultural Assessment of Psychological Trauma and PTSD, Inter-

2

national and Cultural Psychology Series (2007) <https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-
0-387-70990-1_4> accessed 1 November 2021.
A Islam, C Ouch, R Smyth and L Choon Wang, ‘The Long-term Effects of Civil Conflicts on
Education, Earnings, and Fertility: Evidence from Cambodia’ (2016) 44(3) Journal of Compar-
ative Economics 800-820.

3

K Ngoun, ‘Thai Cambodian Conflict Rooted in History - East Asia Forum. Economics, Politics
and Public Policy in East Asia and the Pacific’ East Asia Forum (2012) <https://www.eastasiafo-
rum.org/2012/01/27/thai-cambodian-conflict-rooted-in-history/> accessed 1 November 2021.

4

Cambodian Ministry of Tourism, ‘Tourism Statistics Report, Ministry of Tourism, Statistics,
and Tourism Information 2019’ Cambodian Ministry of Tourism (2019).

5

The World Bank, ‘Special Economic Zones: Performance, Lessons Learned, and Implications
for Zone Development’ The World Bank (2013).

6

ECPAT International, ‘Regional Report on Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel and
Tourism - Southeast Asia’ (2016) <https://www.ecpat.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Re-
gional-Overview_Southeast-Asia.pdf> accessed 1 November 2021.

7
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a transit point for international travellers and as a key point of trade between
the countries. These conditions draw economic migrants looking for income
from formal and informal economies that have developed around the border.
While the growth of business investment in the area has reportedly increased
the number of jobs available for some families, opportunities for unskilled
laborers are scarce and often leave migrants in unstable economic conditions.8

In this environment, many street-involved families and economic migrants are
no longer able to afford to live in Poipet due to rapid increases in living costs,
and face frequent and unexpected evictions by landowners offered large sums
of money by wealthy investors, thus aggravating the vulnerability factors for
exploitation.9

Together, the authors have over 25 years of experience working in Cambodia
on both sides of the Thai-Cambodian border, including in modern-day Poipet
and working within the ‘site two’ refugee camp following the Khmer Rouge.
Today, the stark contrast between Thailand and Cambodia is immediately no-
ticeable upon crossing the border. After passing the flashy lights of the casinos
and newly built hotels and entertainment venues, the areas surrounding the
SEZ are extremely poor. The presence of children working on the streets is
ubiquitous. ‘Umbrella’ children are known to provide shelter to tourists as they
guide them to their hotels, but they are also known to be extremely vulnerable
to travelling child sex offenders. Young boys are often seen pushing excessively
heavy carts across the border to and from the Thai markets, an area where the
smuggling of migrants across this border is also commonplace.10

Despite its common usage, the term ‘street-children’11 is often seen as con-
troversial as it is often used in ways that are victimising or stigmatising. The
term also may overlook other vulnerable groups of children on the street, such
as those who may have homes to go to, but choose to stay on the street because
home is an unstable environment or feels unsafe.12 Recognising these nuances,
this paper uses the term ‘street-involved children’ to better encompass these
diverse experiences.

J Fiss, Street Children’s Survey Report in Poipet, Cambodia (Cambodia, Damnok Toek, 2013).8

I Sampson, G Miles and E Piano, ‘Undocumented, Unregistered, and Invisible: an Exploratory
Study of the Reasons for and Effects of Migrating to Thailand of Cambodian Young People’
(2021) 41(7/8) International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 862-874.

9

S Marilyn and W Ocha, ‘The Smuggling of Cambodian Migrant Workers to Thailand: The
Case Studies of Poipet City and Sa Kaeo Province’ Rangsit University International Research

10

Conference 2019 - Institute of Diplomacy and International Studies (2019) <https://rsu-
con.rsu.ac.th/proceedings> accessed 1 November 2021.
S Thomas de Benítez ‘State of the World’s Street Children: Violence’ Consortium for Street
Children (2007) <https://www.streetchildren.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/state-of-the-
world-violence.pdf> accessed 1 November 2021.

11

C Panter-Brick, ‘Street Children, Human Rights, and Public Health: A Critique and Future
Directions’ (2002) 31 Annual Review of Anthropology 147-171.
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Drug use and harmful alcohol consumption significantly increases the risks
faced by children on the street due to a greater likelihood of participation in
risk-taking behaviours.13 These risks are further increased due to a lack of access
to information on safer sex and harm reduction which can thus lead to an in-
creased threat of HIV/AIDS transmission.14 In a systematic literature review
of 108 articles on street-involved children in low and middle-income nations,
substance use was the most common issue discussed with usage prevalence
rates ranging from 35 to 100%.15 Common factors associated with substance
use among street-involved children were being male, being older in age, lacking
family contact, depression, and previous experiences of abuse.16

Research suggests a link between drug use and sexual abuse. The impact
of childhood sexual abuse can include post-traumatic stress disorder, increased
anxiety, depression, sexual promiscuity, or increased rates of suicide.17 In this
context, survivors may resort to drug use as a coping mechanism, or ‘emotional
avoidance’ that numbs the pain of traumatic experiences.18 This also sheds light
on the disproportionately high number of street-living youth who are also re-
sorting to drug use when compared to non-street-living youth. The harsh real-
ities of living on the street, frequent and repetitive exposure to stress, pressure
to tolerate hard jobs, including sexual and labour exploitation, a deficit of
emotional support and sense of belonging combined with street-life subculture
and drug induced collective rituals of street gangs all contribute to excessive
drug use.

This connection is found in research with street-involved children in Chiang
Mai, where living on the street, exposure to stress, and the lack of emotional
support were found to be contributing factors to the high rate of drug use among
children living on the street.19 For street-involved children, the exchange of sex

National Institute on Drug Abuse, ‘Preventing Drug-Use Among Children and Adolescents:
A Research-Based Guide for Parents, Educators, and Community Leaders’ National Institute

13

on Drug Abuse (United States, 2003) <https://www.drugabuse.gov/sites/default/files/prevent-
ingdruguse_2.pdf> accessed 1 November 2021.
ibid.14

J Woan, J Lin and C Auerswald, ‘The Health Status of Street Children and Youth in Low- and
Middle-Income Countries: A Systematic Review of the Literature’ (2013) 53(3) Journal of Ad-
olescent Health 314-321.

15

ibid.16

E Paolucci, ML Genuis and C Violato, ‘A Meta-Analysis of the Published Research on the Effects
of Child Sexual Abuse’ (2001) 135(1) Journal of Psychology 17-20.

17

K Lalor and R McElvaney, ‘Child Sexual Abuse, Links to Later Sexual Exploitation/High-Risk
Sexual Behavior, and Prevention/Treatment’ (2010) 11(4) Dublin Institute of Technology 159-
177.

18

J Davis, J Fiss and G Miles, ‘To Help My Parents: An Exploratory Study on the Hidden Vulner-
abilities of Street-Involved Children and Youth in Chiang Mai, Thailand’ (up! International,

19

2016) <https://up-international.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/ToHelpMyParents-En-
glish.pdf> accessed 1 November 2021.
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for benefits can become a necessary means for survival.20 While Cambodia and
Thailand are understood as key destinations for sexual exploitation of children
in travel and tourism, local offenders are often overlooked by national and in-
ternational efforts against child sexual exploitation.21 A baseline study on street-
involved children in Sihanoukville, Cambodia found 18% of boys and 14% of
girls who described trading sex or sexual abuse for various forms of remunera-
tion.22 In Phnom Penh, one in four street-involved children described instances
in which adults had touched them sexually in the genital area, which was nearly
twice as common among boys, 23 with similar findings among street-involved
children in other Southeast Asian cities.24

Recent prevalence studies on childhood experiences of violence in Cambodia
and the Philippines25 (including sexual, emotional, and physical forms of vio-
lence) have shown boys to be more vulnerable to sexual violence in comparison
with girls.26 Despite this, boys are often assumed to be more able to protect
themselves and to recover more easily from trauma than girls and the existence
of male sexual abuse is often ignored or denied, leading to an underreporting
of cases.27 Research on sexual violence against males in transitional contexts
finds that even when male victims disclose, the sexual nature of their violence
is often diminished with sexual violence commonly miscoded as physical vio-

B Marshall and E Wood, ‘Sex Work and Sex Exchange Among Street Children: An Urgent
Need for a Global Response’ (2009) 44(3) Journal of Adolescent Health 201-202.

20

ECPAT International, ‘Regional Report on Sexual Exploitation of Children in Travel and
Tourism - Southeast Asia’ (2016) <https://www.ecpat.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Re-
gional-Overview_Southeast-Asia.pdf> accessed 1 November 2021.

21

J Davis, G Miles, M Eno and A Rowland, ‘“Boys Are Like Gold”: The Gendered Differences in
Sexual Violence Against Street-Involved Children in Southwest Cambodia’ (2021) 6(1) Journal
of Modern Slavery 1-35.

22

JD Davis, GM Miles, S Blackburn and E Mosebach-Kornelsen, ‘“There is Always Violence”:
An Exploratory Study of Phnom Penh, Cambodia, Street-Involved Children’ (2021) 6(1) Article 6

23

Dignity: A Journal of Analysis of Exploitation and Violence <https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dig-
nity/vol6/iss1/6> accessed 1 November 2021.
See, for example, JD Davis and GM Miles, ‘They Didn’t Help Me; They Shamed Me: A Baseline
Study on the Vulnerabilities of Street-Involved Boys to Sexual Exploitation in Manila, Philippines,

24

Love146’ (2015) <http://www.streetchildrenresources.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/A-
Baseline-Study-on-the-Vulnerabilities-of-Street-Involved-Boys.pdf> accessed 1 November 2021.
United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund, ‘National Baseline Study on Violence
against Children in the Philippines’UNICEF (2016) <https://www.unicef.org/philippines/me-

25

dia/491/file/National%20Baseline%20Study%20on%20Violence%20Against%20Chil-
dren%20in%20the%20Philippines:%20Results%20(executive%20summary).pdf> accessed
1 November 2021.
United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund, ‘Findings from Cambodia’s Violence
Against Children Survey 2013’ UNICEF (2013) <www.unicef.org/cambod-
ia/UNICEF_VAC_Full_Report_English.pdf> accessed 1 November 2021.

26

J Frederick, ‘Sexual Abuse and Exploitation of Boys in South Asia: A Review of Research
Findings, Legislation, Policy and Programme Responses’ UNICEF, Innocenti (2010)

27

<https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/iwp_2010_02.pdf> accessed 1 November 2021.
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lence28 adding to their invisibility. Further, boys and young men have been
found to suffer reduced health outcomes, lack of awareness, and unavailable
victim support services due to aftercare programming being commonly embed-
ded within maternal health programs or gender-based violence services, which
can prevent males from seeking services.29

The aim of this research is to understand the vulnerabilities of street involved
children to sex trafficking and other forms of violence and trafficking on the
Thai-Cambodian border with a particular concern for gendered differences, to
better inform practitioners about the needs of street children and to contribute
to the prevention of abuse and exploitation. The title On My Own refers to the
way these street children are often left on their own to fend for themselves as
their parents seek work in Thailand.

2. Methods

This study employs both purposive and chain-referral sampling
methodologies to conduct eighty30 semi-structured interviews with Cambodian
street-involved children (67.5% male and 32.5% female) along the Thai-Cambo-
dian border in Poipet, Cambodia. The interviews were conducted by five social
workers from Damnok Toek,31 a local Cambodian organisation, and the ChildSafe
Network,32 an international NGO that has worked with vulnerable children and
families in Poipet since 2003.33

Data was collected in 2016. Prior to collecting data, training in the research
and its methodology was provided for the social workers. Social workers were
provided additional training in trauma-informed social research practice and
ethics by a licenced (United States) clinical psychologist, specialising in children
and trauma. Fieldwork was then conducted with the trained social workers to
gain a fuller understanding of the context and experiences of local street-based
populations and the work already being done with these groups. The mapping
activities included focus groups with street-involved children and a mapping

International Center for Transitional Justice, ‘When No One Calls It Rape: Addressing Sexual
Violence Against Men and Boys’ (ICTJ, 2016) <https://www.ictj.org/publication/sexual-violence-
men-boys> accessed 1 November 2021.

28

SK Chynoweth, J Freccero and H Touquet, ‘Sexual Violence against Men and Boys in Conflict
and Forced Displacement: Implications for the Health Sector’ (2017) 25(51) Reproductive Health
Matters 90-94.

29

The research involved 80 respondents, but some respondents declined to answer some ques-
tions, thus the n-value in some variables is less than 80.

30

<http://damnoktoek.org/> accessed 1 November 2021.31

<http://thinkchildsafe.org> accessed 1 November 2021.32

Long Kleur Market (Thailand), Kbhal Spean, Poipet Village, Phsar Akeak (Paliliay 1), and Phsar
Kandal Village.

33
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of the various areas in which they engaged in street work. These activities, in
addition to a similar mapping with practitioners, allowed the researchers to
better contextualise the research instrument and provided meaningful context
for the survey findings and their and subsequent analysis.

For inclusion in the study respondents needed to be:
1. Street-working or street-living;
2. Aged between 8 and 18 years old;
3. Not living in a residential structure (NGO or government) nor benefiting

from close case management from any social service provider;
4. Freely consenting to participate;
5. Not heavily under the influence of substances so that they could adequately

respond to questions;
6. Having no identified risk of harm by participation in the interview.

The participants were given the option to join the research as part of the
implementing partner’s normal outreach activities in the target communities.
All interviews were conducted with the child protection policies of both the
partner and up! International. Due to the context, parental consent was not al-
ways possible as many children were separated from their parents and often
had no direct adult carer. All social workers who were involved agreed to the
child protection policies of their NGO and had agreed to research ethical
guidelines (as below) which ensured children gave assent and only responded
to questions they felt comfortable answering.

2.1. Research Instrument

The questionnaire used for this study was a combination of
multiple-choice and open-ended questions covering a variety of topics including
the life context and experiences of street-involved children with a particular focus
on migration to Thailand, substance use, and experiences of violence. The in-
strument was reviewed multiple times with the team of local social workers to
ensure clarity of language, order of questions, and levels of comfort among the
interviewers, whilst specifically taking in account cultural and linguistic sub-
tleties unknown to the research coordinators who were not Cambodian.

Prior to conducting the initial interviews, a focus group was carried out to
better understand the context and to learn from street-involved children, map-
ping some of the critical areas where children work within the border area and
the various opportunities and threats that each of these areas present. Addition-
ally, the research mapping process aided in the contextualisation of the survey
to the unique cross-border context of Poipet (Cambodia) and Aranyaprathet
(Thailand) and its special economic and free-trade zone.
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2.2. Ethical Considerations

At the time the research was conducted, the only National
Ethics Committee was under the Royal Government of Cambodia Ministry of
Health and focused on quantitative research (mainly drug trials). A University
ethics committee was not used because none of the researchers were working
for a university at the time of the study. All interviewers were practising local
social workers from Damnoek Toek and underwent ethical and research-focused
child protection training with a licensed child trauma psychologist based on
UNIAP Ethical Guidelines for Human Trafficking Research (2008). During
this training, role-playing and field-testing exercises were utilised to familiarise
interviewers with the research instrument and to aid them in empathising with
the feelings of the child being interviewed. During the training, response pro-
tocols were established for children who disclosed exploitative and/or violent
situations, so that appropriate responses or referrals could be offered, once the
interview had concluded. All field activities followed the implementing partner’s
existing and rigorous child protection standards and all non-NGO staff members
were required to dually review and sign child-protection policy agreements with
both the implementing partners and up! International.

During data collection, each interview was conducted as a semi-private dia-
logue between the respondent and social worker, to which each respondent
gave verbal and written consent. Interviews were conducted in prearranged,
safe locations, which were identified through fieldwork prior to data gathering.
Respondents were informed of the study purpose and the nature of the questions
and assured confidentiality, that their names would never be recorded on the
research form, and that they would be able to stop the interview at any time or
skip any question. During the interview, if the child disclosed any immediate
danger or risk, social workers provided referral to social, legal, and a variety of
health services after the interview had concluded. Social workers ensured that
children understood that participation was completely voluntary, and that non-
participation would in no way affect the social worker’s relationship with the
child. Social workers were always identified by branded shirts from the imple-
menting partner, which are commonly used to identify child-protection workers
and are well-recognised throughout the communities included within the re-
search sample.

The initial focus for this baseline study was decided as an agreement between
the leadership of Damnoek Toek (DT) and up! International, the NGO respon-
sible for managing the research process.34

<http://up-international.org/> accessed 1 November 2021.34
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2.3. Limitations

This research can only provide specific information about the
children in this geographic area and may not represent other areas along the
Thai Cambodian border. The border area is a rapidly changing context so new
vulnerability factors may be introduced, and others replaced that will impact
the lives of street involved children. The children interviewed were those within
areas that the NGO already worked and were familiar with. While the findings
do not establish prevalence (and the research does not attempt to do so), the
respondents included in the sample were reflective of the various demographics
known to exist in the border area, based upon the collective experiences of the
implementing partner. In addition to the quantitative variables, which establish
the nature and extent of the issue, open-ended, or qualitative responses, aim to
establish reasons, motive, and other dynamics which may not be clearly reflected
within quantitative findings.

3. Findings

The ages of participants range from 8 to 18 years, with an av-
erage age of 13. Similar ages were reported between boys and girls. None of the
children attended school at the time. Three in four (75%) said they had not at-
tended school in the current school year and one in four had never attended
school. The majority (63%) had migrated to Poipet from a diverse range of
Cambodian provinces including, Phnom Penh, Siem Reap, Prey Veng, Pursat,
Banteay Meanchey, Battambang, and Kampong Cham, among other locales.
Four children were born outside of Cambodia, including three in Thailand and
one in Vietnam. On average, children had lived in Poipet for seven years. The
majority had migrated for economic reasons, many of which seem to be over-
lapping. Nearly half (48%) say that they or their family came to Poipet for beg-
ging and nearly a third came searching for employment (29%). Three children
say that their migration was due to the debts of their families. Most (81%) mi-
grated with their immediate families and 13% migrated with their extended
families. To a lesser extent, three migrated without parents or carers (6%), two
alone and one with friends.

3.1. Caretakers and Homelife

Most participants (73%) lived with at least one biological parent
and more than a third (35%) had at least one parent who had died. While all
girls reported seeing their primary caretaker every day, a quarter of boys (25%)
do not, with three seeing their caretaker ‘every couple of days’, three ‘once a
week’, and four ‘every couple of weeks’. Boys were also more likely to go for
long periods of time without seeing their parents or carers.
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The majority (80%) describe being yelled or cursed at in the home. Of these,
most (64%) described being yelled at due to work, including not working
enough, not earning enough, ‘being lazy’, or not doing chores. To a lesser extent,
a fifth (20%) described verbal violence for not coming back home. Lastly, three
children described verbal violence due to disobedience, and one described verbal
violence due to their caretaker’s alcoholism.

A quarter of children (25%) reported that they had no one to go to when
they were ‘feeling angry or sad’. Among the three-in-four children who describe
having someone to go to for emotional support, the majority (61%) say that this
person is related to them, and more than a third (39%) say that this is a member
of their peer group. One illustrates, ‘I have a blind mother at home who can’t
take care of me’. (R76)

A third of children (33%) sleep on the streets at least sometimes.35 This is
nearly twice as common among boys, with 42% (21 boys) sleeping on the streets
at least sometimes, in comparison to 20% of girls (five). A sixth of children
(16%) primarily sleep on the street and do not have a house to sleep in at night.
Among the 63 children who have a house to sleep in at night, 13 (20%) sleep
on the streets at least a few nights a week, with some sleeping on the street as
many as four to six nights a week. Two say that they sometimes sleep at the
implementing partner’s drop-in centre during the daytime.

Children indicate sleeping on the streets for a variety of reasons, including
having to work late hours, avoiding violence at home, and drug use. Some
children indicate that they actively avoid going home, and others note that they
do not sleep at night, but rather sleep during the day in one of the implementing
partner’s drop-in shelters. One boy notes, ‘I don’t dare go home’ (R44) and
another is prevented from returning, ‘my stepfather beats me and does not allow
me to enter my home’ (R2) Another simply states, ‘I don't want to go home.’
(R29)

More than two thirds (68%) of the 63 children who had a house to sleep in
lived with family members, the remaining 20 children lived in a variety of
other arrangements with non-family members, including friends and workmates
and some lived independently.

The majority, or 60% of respondents (43 children), described that their
parents migrate to Thailand for work. In all but three cases, the parents leave
the children behind in Cambodia. Children described their parents to be gone
for varying lengths of time. For nearly a third (30% or 11 children), their parents
were only gone during the day and returned in the evenings. Yet, for another
significant group of respondents, 14 children (38%), their parents seem to be
gone indefinitely with respondents indicating that they had left a long time ago
and did not give an indication as to when they may return. For the remainder,

n=75 as five boys did not provide details about where they usually sleep.35

Journal of Human Trafficking, Enslavement and Conflict-Related Sexual Violence 2021-298

DAVIS AND MILES, PHD



six children (16%) indicated that their parents visit from Thailand on a yearly
basis, four (11%) indicated their parents were gone for 1-6 months at a time,
while two (5%) indicated that their parents were just gone for a few days at a
time. Most children of migrating parents were left alone or with limited super-
vision. Considering the children of parents who have migrated, nearly a quarter
(24%) were left alone and a sixth (18%) were left with a sibling while their parents
were out of the country for work, which may leave them unsupervised and with
increased vulnerabilities as they work on the streets.

‘I want my mother to stop selling eggs in Thailand and sell them in Cam-
bodia instead’ (R65

3.2. Working on the Border in Cambodia and Thailand

Most children (71%) regularly crossed the border into Thailand
for work; however, most seemed to stay within the vicinity of the border and
did not proceed further into Thailand. Children often crossed the border during
the day, sometimes staying overnight (when the formal border closes), engaging
in various forms of income generation on the street. Within this group, girls
seem more likely to migrate to do specific work, with 80% describing a variety
of tasks or jobs that they did across the border to earn money. Boys tended to
be more vague in their responses, nearly half (48%) simply saying that they
crossed ‘in search of money’.

‘I want to go to Thailand with my older sibling to get work.’ (R32)
‘I want to study Thai and work in construction to earn money to feed

grandma.’ (R63)
‘I am saving money without mom knowing, so I can get a border pass.’

(R66)
Most children (55%) cross into Thailand informally, usually by walking

across the stream that divides the countries, inside cargo carts, or through the
unguarded countryside. Twenty (45%) reported that they crossed the border
using a formal border pass from Thai Immigration, and one indicated using a
fake border pass.

‘When the three of us, siblings, were begging in Thailand, Thai police arres-
ted us and put us in the [immigration] centre.’

Children commonly describe crossing the border during the day, sometimes
staying overnight to engage in various forms of street-work in the Thai markets
along the border in Aranyaprathet.36 Vulnerability to physical and sexual violence
were especially notable among these groups with children who cross into
Thailand two times more likely to report physical violence and 4.1 times more
likely to report being hurt or threatened by a weapon in comparison with those

A border city in Thailand adjacent to the Cambodian city of Poipet.36
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who solely work on the Cambodian side of the border (see Table 1). Twenty-five
children (45%) described being arrested in Thailand – more than half of whom
described detainment at the border. Four children – all males – describe being
beaten by police upon their arrest. While females were much less likely to in-
dicate physical violence from police, they were more likely to describe detainment
(31% of females; 19% of males). In addition, the 14 (26%) who described phys-
ical violence from police noted considerable violence toward boys who engage
in street work in Thailand from Thai police and security guards. In both male
and female focus groups, children described males who commonly faced vio-
lence and threats, including threats with weapons and one instance in which
a child notes a brother who was thrown (or dropped) from a roof.

3.3. Substance Use

Nineteen children (27%) reported using intoxicating sub-
stances, such as glue or methamphetamines. Substance users were nearly all
boys and comprised 40% of all boys in the sample. One substance user was
female and cited occasional use of glue. The average age children began using
glue was 10.8 years of age, the youngest being six and the oldest being 14 when
they first started using. A sixth of all children reported methamphetamines use.
All are male and comprise nearly a third of all boys (29%). The average age that
boys began using methamphetamines is 12.6 years, the youngest being eight
and the oldest being 16 when they first started.

The reasons that boys give for using substances are often connected to the
pressures they experience to earn money for their families. Boys describe using
glue, methamphetamines, and alcohol at different times to give them stamina
to work harder, to deal with stress, and to cope with the effects that the work
has on their bodies:

‘I take [methamphetamines] when I get exhausted from pulling the cart.’
(R39)

‘[Methamphetamines] make me feel happy, and not sleepy, so I can keep
scavenging.’ (R6)

Boys also demonstrate the effect that their engagement in an adult work
environment has on their use of substances:

‘[I drink alcohol] because my fellow Thai workers forced me to drink [while
working in Thailand].’ (R32)

‘[I drink alcohol] because on payday the boss buys alcohol.’ (R38)
‘I take glue [and methamphetamines] to follow my friends.’ (R16)
Nearly half of males (49%) reported that they have tried to stop using drugs

in the past and 19 (59%) reported that they wanted to stop using drugs. Among
those who have tried to stop using drugs, six reported that they have tried to
stop using glue, and five noted that they have tried to stop using methamphet-
amines. Among male users, six believe that staying at home or having a greater
connection with their family would help them to stop using drugs.
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3.4. Experiences of Violence

Two-thirds of children (66%) noted experiencing various
forms of physical violence on the streets (69% of males; 60% of females).
Perpetrators of violence include parents, cited by 26% (15% of males; 58% of
females); gangs, cited by 24% (31% of males; 5% of females), other adults, cited
by 17% (19% of males; 11% of females) and police, cited by 17% (22% of males,
no females). Furthermore, 31% of children noted instances in which they had
been hurt or threatened with a weapon during their work on the streets (36%
of males; 24% of females).

Among children left alone or with a sibling, all but one (92%) indicate ex-
periences of physical violence, largely from older youth, police, and other adults.

Table 1: Physical Violence among Border Crossers

All ChildrenNon-BorderBorder Crossers
Crossers

51 (67%)8 (32%)43 (84%)Overall Physical Violence
19 (37%)4 (25%)15 (43%)by parent or carer
14 (27%)4 (25%)10 (29%)by another adult
14 (27%)1 (6%)13 (37%)by police
21 (41%)3 (19%)18 (51%)by ‘gangsters’
20 (39%)0 (0%)20 (57%)by peers
17 (23%)2 (8%)15 (31%)Being hurt or threatened with

weapon

Table 2: Sexual Violence among Border Crossers

All ChildrenNon-BorderBorder Crossers
Crossers

18 (24%)3 (12%)15 (29%)Sexual touching by an adult
8 (16%)2 (13%)6 (17%)'More than' sexual touching by an

adult

A strong majority of children (70%) noted being afraid that someone would
kill or injure them on the street (74% of males; 63% of females). ‘Adults’ and/or
‘drug users’ were the most mentioned offenders with 14 children (29%) men-
tioning fears of adults and 14 children (29%) mentioning fears of drug users.
Following this, seven children (14%) noted fears of gangs (17% of males; 7% of
females), among others.

‘The gangsters chase and beat me and get money from me.’ (R2)
‘The Thai police beat me.’ (R53) and ‘I am afraid of getting beaten by the security

guards.’ (R67)
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‘Boys get limbs broken for begging.’ (R49)
16 children, or 23%, reported instances in which an adult had touched them

inappropriately in the genital area. This was more frequently cited among males,
with 14 males (31%) citing sexual touching and two females (8%) citing sexual
violence. Among the 16 children who describe sexual touching by an adult, 11
reported that this had taken place between one and five times (10 males and
one female). Furthermore, one respondent cites that it happens to him ‘all the
time’ or ‘regularly’. Seven children, or 11%, describe experiences of sexual vio-
lence that have gone beyond just touching, including four children (all male)
who reported instances of being physically forced to perform sexual acts.

3.5. Perception of Risk

Notable differences were observed between what children
understand as key risks for girls and key risks for boys (see Table 3).37 Girls
were commonly seen as vulnerable to rape, followed by risks of being hit by
cars. In contrast, boys largely seen as vulnerable to physical violence, including
being beaten and hit by cars.

Table 3: What are the key dangers for boys and girls on the street in Poipet?

Dangers for BoysDangers for Girls
6Beaten9Rape
6Hit by cars4Hit by cars
4Similar dangers to girls4Similar dangers to boys
2Arrested3Trafficked
2Robbed2Arrest

While children perceived considerable vulnerability and risk regardless of
gender, girls were perceived to be more vulnerable, especially to sexual violence.

‘Girls get raped. Boys get abused and sold.’ (R41)
‘Girls are more prone to danger. They can get their kidneys taken and are

raped. Boys only get kicked and beaten.’ (R43)
‘Girls are more vulnerable than boys as when they go somewhere alone,

they can be tricked by men.’ (R69)
Some children perceive boys to be more vulnerable, largely due to the agency

that they are given, and the considerable violence they experience.
‘Boys are more vulnerable because they walk around more.’ (R36)

As a methodological note, this question seemed to be somewhat confusing to children as the
concepts of perception and reality are often not easily differentiated within this social and cul-

37

tural context. As a result, there is a lower ’n-value’ for these two variables with 25 children
sharing perceived dangers for girls and 23 children sharing perceived dangers for boys.
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‘Boys have their money extorted and are forced to sniff glue and play
gambling games.’ (R66)

In addition, children were asked to describe the good and bad things about
working on the street. While perceptions of ‘good things’ were largely similar
between boys and girls, with most noting the opportunity to earn money, there
are notable differences between what boys and girls perceive to be the ‘bad
things.’ Boys were twice as likely to describe physical violence as a top ‘bad
thing’ about working on the street.

4. Discussion

Disparity of power not only sits at the nexus of human traffick-
ing, enslavement and CRSV38, but its effects continue to reverberate, and even
multiply the vulnerabilities of children and young people long after periods of
active conflict have reached their end. From the perspective of the many families
leaving the refugee camps in the 1980s and 1990s, it may seem as though the
conflict has not ended, but rather evolved to a social and economic struggle to
rebuild and survive in the aftermath of trauma. Survival requires coping
strategies, which often entail the normalisation of all forms of violence and use
of substances to numb its far-reaching effects.

The children’s (and their families’) relationship to the border and its special
economic zone plays a central role in the vulnerability they experience, offering
them perceived opportunities, but providing violence and risk. Children who
crossed the border demonstrated a heightened risk to physical and sexual vio-
lence. They were 2.1 times more likely to report physical violence (78% versus
36%) and 4.1 times more likely to report being hurt or threatened by a weapon
(38% versus 9%) in comparison with those who solely worked on the Cambo-
dian side of the border. Note that most children do not cross further into Thai-
land but are yet increasingly vulnerable.

4.1. Gender, Norms, and Vulnerability to CSEA

Gender appears to be a considerable risk factor for street-in-
volved children, especially for boys. Boys in the data showed disproportionally
higher rates of physical and sexual violence, were more likely to be engaged in

JHEC Editorial Board, ‘“The Nexus between Human Trafficking, Enslavement and Conflict-
Related Sexual Violence is Obvious”: Views of the Editorial Board’ (2020) 1(1) Journal of Human
Trafficking, Enslavement and Conflict-Related Sexual Violence 5-23.

38
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street work,39 crossed the border with greater frequency, and were more likely
to do so without adult supervision. While boys and girls reported similar rates
of arrest in Thailand (37% and 35%, respectively), boys were more likely to de-
scribe violent confrontations with police officers, receiving threats and physical
violence, often being chased back across the border and in some cases suffering
injury. Girls, in contrast, were nearly twice as likely (30%) as boys (18%) to be
detained by police or be taken in the ‘cage car’ back to the Cambodian side of
the border. Being detained and repatriated through formal channels, while not
without risk, allows for children to be counted as a vulnerable or repatriated
child in official statistics. While there is no official ‘deportation centre’ on the
Thai-Cambodian border, detained children were often brought to the Immi-
gration Office in Aranyaprathet, Thailand and held until they could be repatri-
ated.

Throughout the data, boys appear to have considerably less supervision or
support from parents and carers. Nearly all girls say that their primary caretaker
is their mother (62.5%), grandparents (25%), or other relatives (12.5%). In con-
trast, boys report a wide range of people as their primary caretaker, including
siblings, extended relatives, friends, gang members,40 and two boys to indicate
they are taken care of by no one. Similarly, while 100% of the girls in the sample
say that they see their primary caretaker every day, more than a fourth of boys
(28%) do not see them daily, with six seeing their primary caretaker at least
once a week and six at least once a month. Two say they have no primary care-
taker and others simply do not respond. Many children also indicated having
parents who migrate to Thailand for work, leaving children with limited or in-
consistent care. This can have a considerable impact on the vulnerability of
children left behind, especially those left to care for younger siblings.

Despite reporting considerably more experiences of sexual violence, boys
were less likely to see themselves as vulnerable to sexual violence. Girls appear
similarly unaware that this was a risk factor for boys. Rape or other forms of
sexual violence was understood to be the biggest risk faced by girls on the street
by both boys and girls. Despite these perceptions, boys were 4.1 times more
likely to report experiences of sexual abuse and exploitation, with nearly a third
(31%) disclosing sexual touching from adults, in comparison to 8% of girls (see
table 4). While the overall experience of physical violence is similar between
boys and girls, girls are most likely to report violence from parents or carers

BL Rubenstein and L Stark, ‘The Impact of Humanitarian Emergencies on the Prevalence of
Violence against Children: An Evidence-based Ecological Framework’ (2017) 22(1) Psychology,
Health & Medicine 58-66.

39

In Khmer, the word used here is ‘bong thom’, which translates as ‘older youth’ or ‘big brother’,
and is understood in context to refer to boys or young men in gangs who are violent towards
some street-involved children.

40
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and boys report violence from a wider range of offenders on the street, including
‘gangsters’.41

Table 4: Physical Violence by Gender

All ChildrenFemalesMales
50 (66%)15 (60%)35 (69%)Overall Physical Violence
20 (39%)11 (69%)9 (26%)by parent or carer
13 (25%)2 (13%)11 (31%)by another adult
13 (25%)0 (0%)13 (37%)by police
19 (37%)1 (6%)18 (51%)by ‘gangsters’
7 (14%)2 (13%)5 (14%)by peers
20 (27%)6 (24%)14 (29%)Being hurt or threatened with weapon

Table 5: Sexual Violence by Gender

All ChildrenFemalesMales
16 (23%)2 (8%)14 (31%)Sexual touching by an adult
7 (11%)1 (4%)6 (14%)‘More than’ sexual touching by an adult

The perception of sexual violence for girls and physical violence for boys
follows prevalent Cambodian gender norms. As in many societies, boys are often
expected to be strong, dominant, and more able to protect themselves. Being a
victim of sexual abuse is commonly perceived to be inconsistent with masculine
norms and expectation.42 Physical violence, in contrast, can show a boy’s virility
and strength, in support of masculine gender norms. In contrast, girls are often
assumed to be weaker and more in need of protection, and a high value is placed
on their chastity until marriage, often resulting in more active vigilance.

While boys are given considerably more freedom than girls, they are simul-
taneously afforded considerably less supervision and are often not expected to
be vulnerable to sexual forms of violence.43 In focus group discussions prior to
data gathering, boys described similar assumptions that they were less vulnerable
on the streets because they ‘were more clever’ than girls and thus knew how to
run away from potential dangers. These assumptions of invulnerability can
impact the decisions of migrating parents about whom to leave behind, the

‘bong thom’ (n 40).41

KG Weiss, ‘Male Sexual Victimization: Examining Men’s Experiences of Rape and Sexual As-
sault’ (2010) 12(3) Men and Masculinities 275-298.

42

ECPAT International, ‘The Global Initiative to Explore the Sexual Exploitation of Boys: Thailand
Report’ ECPAT International (2021).
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purview of their supervision, and their perception of the potential harm to boys
who experience sexual abuse and exploitation.

Mainstream discourse on gender, both in CSEA and CRSV circles, commonly
exclude or ‘mask’ the experiences and vulnerabilities of men and boys as per-
sons.44 Theorisation on the impacts of masculine norms such as winning,
emotional control, disdain for homosexuals, and self-reliance can significantly
contribute to lack of help-seeking behaviour.45 When boys do reach out, support
services may struggle to identify them as victims or lack resources to meet their
needs.46 Similarly, little consideration has been given to the various factors
which inhibit males from disclosing CSEA, fearing that they have failed to live
up to masculine expectations to be able to defend themselves, fearing that they
will be seen as weak or that they had ‘allowed themselves’ to be sexually abused
or exploited.47

4.2. Coping and Survival

Poverty, sleeping on the streets, experience of violence, and
drug use operate together as a potent mixture of vulnerabilities, which interact
considerably within this context, fuelling one another in a cycle which amplifies
the vulnerabilities of children to further abuse, exploitation, and violence. The
20% of girls and 42% of boys who sleep on the streets at least sometimes, have
considerably higher rates of substance use and experiences of physical and
sexual violence. Two-thirds of those who sleep on the streets at least sometimes
use substances. Notable differences in substance use can be seen between youth
in homes and street-living youth with 64.3% (9 out of 14) of street-living youth
using substances and 20.6% (13/63) of non-street-living youth.

Drug use is also correlated with physical violence with 95% of drug-using
children citing instances of physical violence in comparison to 54% among
non-users. Violence was from gangs (68%), police (50%), and ‘other adults’
(41%). Sexual violence is also strongly correlated with 68% of drug-using children
citing sexual violence in comparison with 10% among non-users. Furthermore,
73% of children who use drugs were shown pornographic images by adults in
comparison with 18% of non-drug-using children. This is significant in that
pornography is commonly used by perpetrators of CSEA to groom children for
sexual exploitation (Fordham, 2005). This is supported by nearly one-third

JP Dennis, ‘Women Are Victims, Men Make Choices: The Invisibility of Men and Boys in the
Global Sex Trade’ (2008) 25(11-25) Gender Issues 11-12.

44

JR Mahalik, B Locke, LH Ludlow, MA Diemer, RPJ Scott et al, ‘Development of the Conformity
to Masculine Norms Inventory’ (2003) 4(1) Psychology of Men & Masculinities 3-25.

45

ME Addis and JR Mahalik, ‘Men, Masculinity, and the Contexts of Help-Seeking’ (2003) 58(1)
American Psychologist 5-14.

46

ECPAT International (n 43).47
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(30%) of drug users who noted being offered food, money, or gifts in exchange
for providing sexual services to adults, in comparison to 4% of non-drug users.
This link between sexual violence and use of substances was also clear in a
previous study carried out in Chiang Mai48 where the rates of sexual abuse to-
ward drug-users was found to be significantly higher in comparison with those
that were not consuming any substances.

In addition to high rates of violence, family/social connection is notably
lower among drug-users in Poipet. Drug users were significantly less likely to
stay with family members at night (29% versus 66% among non-users) and
significantly more likely to sleep on the streets (43% versus 9% among non-
users). Furthermore, most drug-using children (78%) described turning to
friends, peers, or gang members when they feel angry or sad, and 16% (three
children) described that they have no one to go to. In contrast, the majority of
non-drug-using children (77%) described a variety of family members including
parents, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and stepparents in whom they find emo-
tional support.

More than a third of the sample (36%) reported staying at home or having
an improved connection with their families as helpful for stopping drug use.
This aligns with global research. A stable family serves as a protective factor in
terms of overcoming emotional distress in future life and favouring resilience.49

Recovery from addiction, as well as preventing new addictions, often lies in at-
tempts to reconnect people with others and break the sense of isolation. This
seems to be especially challenging for the boys in this sample, to be particularly
vulnerable to being left alone, placing them at a greater risk of violence— espe-
cially sexual violence and drug misuse. Considering the often-chaotic environ-
ment and tumultuous living situations, along with the pressure to earn and
high rates of economic migration, children, and families in Poipet may struggle
to develop strong and consistent bonds with one another. Children feeling
isolated or disconnected from their families/caretakers may attempt to find
family within their peer groups or use substances to numb the feelings of sad-
ness or isolation, to relieve psychological or emotional pressure, or otherwise
escape from their present reality. These conditions exacerbate the vulnerability
of children to all forms of violence and may lead survivors to agree to sexual
exploitation under trafficking conditions.50

Davis, Fiss and Miles (n 19).48

United Nations Children's Emergency Fund (2012), ‘The State of the World’s Children 2012:
Children in an Urban World’ (2012) <https://www.unicef.org/sowc2012/> accessed 1 No-
vember 2021.

49

C Dolan, ‘While the Nexus is Obvious, its Recognition, Documentation and Tackling is Not’
(2020) 1(1) Journal of Human Trafficking, Enslavement and Conflict-Related Sexual Violence
5-23.
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5. Conclusion

The long-term evidence of genocide, war, and the frequent
displacement of people in the rapidly changing border area, ensures that the
effects of conflict only reverberate and multiply rather than the situation becom-
ing more stable. This research demonstrates the nexus between post-conflict,
conflict related sexual violence, and the economic consequences of a country
which has been made poorer by war, genocide, and the cascading effects of
poverty. This is particularly seen in and around the Special Economic and Free
Trade Some, which has benefited from rapid international investment and
growth, particularly from China, Thailand, and South Korea. This amplifies the
social and economic disparities locally and disproportionately impacts street-
involved families. The wealth ends up in the hands of a small minority and often
provides little real benefit to working families in the local area.

This context creates a fertile environment for human trafficking, enslave-
ment, and CRSV to grow and thrive.51 Young children are vulnerable to labour
exploitation and enslavement, including scavenging, begging, transporting goods
across the border, among other things. Boys and girls are vulnerable to childhood
sexual exploitation and trafficking within the special economic zone. The eco-
nomic migration of parents makes children more vulnerable to CSEA and
other forms of violence, particularly among those left behind. Simultaneously,
parents are also vulnerable to human trafficking or other legal risks as undocu-
mented immigrants in Thailand.52

Data from this study shows boys to face unique and pronounced vulnerabil-
ities to CSEA, while resisting the perception of vulnerability, which may lead
to less supervision and support. In future research, it would be helpful to explore
the impact of such assumptions on male vulnerability to sexual violence, partic-
ularly among street-involved children.

6. Recommendations

National and Local Government in Cambodia and Thailand

Greater collaboration is needed with Cambodian law enforce-
ment and child protection agents to ensure that boys are safely detained when
encountering law enforcement and humanely returned to the Cambodian side
of the border when they are apprehended in Thailand. Training is needed for

ibid.51

Sampson and Miles (n 9).52
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border guards and police in child rights and treating all children with dignity,
regardless of gender or socioeconomic status.

We endorse suggestions by Sampson and Miles in their research which
proposes to the Cambodian Foreign Ministry and the Thai Ministry of Industry
that a Temporary Migrant Worker Scheme would be low-bureaucracy and low-
cost and would allow migrant workers to undertake short-term documented
occupations. This policy uses the theoretical basis of ‘win-win-win’ migration
theory discourse, in which migration schemes are advantageous to the receiving
country, host country, and migrants.

NGOs and Community Organisations

Children’s rights organisations should employ a diverse range
of strategies focused on community-building and social connectedness to help
improve the lives of street-involved children and families. NGOs and schools
should collaborate to develop after school clubs, youth groups, and peer-ment-
orship initiatives to reach these groups. NGOs should work with religious and
community leaders to provide safe spaces for children to meet together in youth
and children’s groups with positive peer pressure.

There is a need to develop and utilise strong local educational resources
normalising the vulnerability of boys and young men,53 as well as gender-inclus-
ive resources for parents, teachers, and support workers, that challenge social
norms for and about boys and young men, including victim identification tools
that are sensitive to males. Training and education may also be needed for
support workers about sexual abuse and exploitation of girls and boys and what
to do if a child discloses.

As tourism and foreign investment in Poipet continues to grow, families
are under increased pressure to generate income to meet their basic needs.
Within this context, many children were pressured to take jobs within industries
where they may be at increased risk for sexual exploitation.

Law Enforcement

NGOs and government should work together to build stronger
relations with border police and security in Thailand and Cambodia, providing
training, gender inclusive victim identification tools, and advocating for chil-
dren’s rights—particularly for drug using children. Current laws should be
better implemented to prosecute traffickers and offenders of CSEA and
monitoring systems should improve to recognise the considerable vulnerabilities
of unhoused children in the context of the growth and investment in the border’s

eg <www.goodtouchbadtouchflipchart.org> accessed 1 November 2021.53
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SEZ. Child protection systems, such as the Child Safe network,54 which relies
on a network of trained individuals within the travel and tourism sector may
need updating and reinvestment to meet this community’s rapidly changing
needs.

Future Research

The nexus between the ongoing chaos of the post-conflict
setting, including human trafficking, enslavement, and sexual violence is under
considered in research.55 This situation requires more attention throughout all
sectors, particularly among children who have migrated deeper to Thailand.
More research is needed with children and youth who are working within the
SEZ, particularly within the hotels, casinos, and beer gardens where CSEA ap-
pears to be increasing. Future research should also explore the experiences of
Cambodian children who were arrested and detained in Thailand, exploring
the connections between arrest, child trauma, and both positive and negative
coping strategies. In addition, research on the children left behind by migrating
parents is needed to explore the potential disconnect felt by children and its
impact regarding substance use issues and other negative coping mechanisms.

<http://thinkchildsafe.org> accessed 1 November 2021.54
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Litigation to Fight Human Trafficking and (Labour)
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Abstract

This article calls for an increased use of strategic litigation in the
anti-trafficking field to ensure long-lasting systemic reforms. While generally, the
prosecution of human trafficking or related severe forms of labour exploitation, like
forced labour, is quite challenging and prosecutions and convictions lag seriously be-
hind, it is argued that strategic litigation, meaning continuing legal action, aimed
at achieving rights-related changes in law, policy, practice, and/or public awareness,
can help to ensure that justice is delivered to victims, as several landmark cases also
show. Efforts to counter human trafficking through strategic litigation by NGOs re-
main in their infancy, among others as they are resource-intensive and require access
to experienced lawyers in high level courts. The author discusses some examples and
dilemmas and identifies needs for NGOs to use strategic litigation more often as an
effective tool to effectuate systemic change.

1. Introduction

Strategic litigation, ‘the use of legal action to bring about cer-
tain social, political or legal changes1 is often used in the human rights field. It
can be an important tool – especially if combined with lobby, advocacy and
campaigning – to expose injustice(s), to show that systems that ought to protect
people are not working, and that change is urgently needed. It can hold States
and private actors accountable for human rights abuses and deliver justice for
its victims. Generally, it aims to advance an agenda, broader than one specific
case, to drive long lasting systemic reforms.

In the anti-trafficking field, strategic litigation can target the actions of States,
private actors, corporations, or individuals, with the aim to hold them account-
able for severe forms of exploitation and abuse and raise important legal ques-
tions related to (the lack of) victim rights protection.

DOI 10.7590/266644721X16369812847089 2666-447x 2021 Journal of Human Trafficking,
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While several international and European legal instruments and policies
lay out the rights of victims of trafficking in criminal and other relevant legal
procedures,2 and there is also an extensive legal framework that provides rights
to (undocumented) workers,3 migrants4 and victims of crime5 against exploitation
and abuse, there remain major gaps in the implementation of trafficked and
exploited persons’ rights in practice. These contain structural barriers in access
to protection and support, including access to a reflection and recovery period
and unconditional assistance, as well as access to effective remedies (e.g. com-
pensation and back wages) and short- and longer-term residence.

La Strada International – a European NGO Platform against trafficking in
human beings uniting 30 anti-trafficking NGOs in 24 European countries –
advocates for change to ensure accountability for the effective implementation
of European Anti-Trafficking policies and regulations. Our members provide
direct assistance and support to trafficked persons and other vulnerable groups,

Including the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially
Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational

2

Organized Crime (adopted 15 November 2000, entered into force 25 December 2003) 2237
UNTS 319 (Palermo Protocol); Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in
Human Beings, 2005, CETS No.197; and EU laws and policies, including Directive 2011/36
EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 April 2011 on Preventing and Combating
Trafficking in Human Beings and Protecting its Victims, and replacing Council Framework
Decision 2002/629/JHA, OJ L 101.
The ILO Governing Body has developed a large amount of Conventions that protect workers’
rights, including 8 fundamental conventions: Freedom of Association and Protection of the

3

Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No 87); Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining
Convention, 1949 (No 98); Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No 29) (and its 2014 Protocol);
Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 (No 105); Minimum Age Convention, 1973 (No
138); Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No 182)
Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No 100); Discrimination (Employment and Occupation)
Convention, 1958 (No 111). International labour standards apply to all workers, unless otherwise
stated States maintain sovereign right regarding entry and admission to territory and labour
market.
The ILO Conventions on migrant workers, nos 97 and 143 (n 3) set standards to ensure migrants
are ‘not deprived of their rights to be paid for work they have performed’. These standards are

4

relevant to claims by exploited migrant labourers in civil or labour law for unpaid or underpaid
wages and other loss and damage arising from abuse of employment law standards (e.g. health
and safety at work, deprivation of holidays, excessive hours and others). Similar provisions are
contained in the International Convention on the Protection of Migrant Workers and Their
Families (adopted 18 December 1990, entered into force 1 July 2003) 220 UNTS 3, Art 25.3.
However, none of these conventions are widely ratified. Furthermore, the Employers Sanctions
Directive provides irregular workers among others with the right to claim back wages (Directive
2009/52/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 June 2009 providing for
minimum standards on sanctions and measures against employers of illegally staying third-
country nationals).
Among others, the EU Victims’ Rights Directive provides for a set of binding rights to all victims
of crime, including the right to information, the right to understand and to be understood, the

5

right to get support and the right to protection, see Directive 2021/29EU of the European
Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 establishing Minimum Standards on the
Rights, Support and Protection of Victims of Crime, and replacing Council Framework Decision
2001/220/JHA).
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including access to legal aid. Access to legal aid may consist of referral to legal
representation, all kinds of assistance during civil and criminal court procedures,
and the filing of claims for compensation and back wages.

2. Lack of Prosecutions and Convictions

Generally, the prosecution of human trafficking or related
severe forms of labour exploitation, like forced labour, is quite challenging and
the number of prosecutions and convictions lag seriously behind, both globally
and in Europe, which results in impunity. In 2020, the UNODC reported an
amount of 49,032 detected victims and respectively 9,429 persons investig-
ated/suspected or arrested; of which 7,368 were prosecuted and only 3,553
convicted globally.6 In particular there are still few cases successfully prosecuted
for trafficking for labour exploitation, including those related to corporate liabil-
ity for human trafficking.7 The same goes for several other forms of human
trafficking, like trafficking for criminal activities or forced organ removal. The
crimes of human trafficking and forced labour are quite difficult to prove and
many cases are not investigated, stopped or not successfully prosecuted, due
to lack of identification of victims, lack of awareness among police and the ju-
dicial system, differences in interpretation or application of the legislation, lack
of access to legal aid and adequate information for victims, the postponement
of trials and long duration of criminal and civil proceedings.8

Other factors that undermine efforts to bring general criminal or civil pro-
secutions include corruption or lack of political will, especially as thousands of
migrants work in Europe in low paid and exploitative jobs, supporting European
countries to plug their labour shortfalls.9

Nevertheless, pushing for justice through strategic litigation is well justified,
meaning continuing legal action ‘that is consciously aimed at achieving rights-

The UNODC report of 2020 relates to figures for 2018, see UNODC, ‘2020 Global Report on
Trafficking in Persons’ (15 January 2020). In 2020 the European Commission reported a total

6

number of 14,145 registered victims for 2 years (2017 and 2018) for all EU countries and confirms
that ‘the impunity of perpetrators in the EU persists, and the numbers of prosecutions and
convictions of traffickers remain low. There were 11 788 suspects, 6 163 prosecutions and 2
426 convictions in the EU in 2017-2018 in relation to trafficking in human beings offences’,
see European Commission, ‘Third Report on the Progress made in the Fight against Trafficking
in Human Beings (2020) as required under Article 20 of Directive 2011/36/EU on Preventing
and Combating Trafficking in Human Beings and Protecting its Victims’, COM/2020/661 final.
According to the European Commission, the majority of the (prosecuted) traffickers carried
out their crime for the purpose of sexual exploitation. Less than one-fifth of all perpetrators

7

trafficked victims for labour exploitation, see European Commission, ‘Third Report on the
Progress made’ (n 6).
La Strada International, ‘Working Paper: Legal Assessment: compensation practises’ (Amster-
dam, October 2018).

8

Ibid.9
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related changes in law, policy, practice, and/or public awareness above and
beyond relief for the named plaintiff(s)’,10 which should ensure that trafficked
and other severely exploited persons can still claim their rights.

3. Scarce Strategic Litigation

While there is a strong call to hold States and private actors
accountable in Europe – including calls for binding due diligence legislation11 –
efforts to counter human trafficking through strategic litigation remain in their
infancy. Only a relatively small number of cases have been filed around the
world, including in Europe. Even though European anti-trafficking NGOs can
play a vital role in improving legal responses to human trafficking and forced
labour, are generally assisting their clients during legal proceedings, and overall
acknowledge strategic litigation as an important tool, they are not yet frequently
using strategic litigation to reach systemic change.

One reason is that strategic litigations are resource-intensive and require
access to experienced lawyers in high-level courts. There is still a limited number
of specialised lawyers and state-funded legal aid is often scarce and might be
limited to no more than the formal presence of a lawyer during the trial. For
civil court cases and/or the execution of compensation awards there is no free
legal support and NGOs have also limited funds to pay for lawyers for their
clients. Moreover, anti-trafficking NGOs are often so preoccupied with daily
practice that they hardly have enough time and resources to take a helicopter
view and devise a strategy where litigation is used as a means (or as one of the
means) to achieve a certain goal.

A number of landmark cases submitted to civil courts, as well as regional
and international human rights bodies, could be regarded as strategic litigation
cases and have resulted in significant verdicts, see also below. For Europe these
include, among others, the judgments of the European Court of Human Rights
(ECTHR) concerning trafficking in human beings, for example the cases of
Siliadin v France; Rantsev v Cyprus and Russia; Chowdury and others v Greece and
V.C.L. and A.N. v. UK.12 These cases ruled that France, Cyprus, Russia, Greece

Open Society Justice Initiative, ‘Strategic Litigation Impacts: Insights from Global Experiences’
<https://www.justiceinitiative.org/uploads/fd7809e2-bd2b-4f5b-964f-522c7c70e747/strategic-
litigation-impacts-insights-20181023.pdf> accessed 26 October 2021.

10

Human rights due diligence is a process to identify, prevent, mitigate and account for how
businesses address adverse human rights risks and impacts arising in their global operations,

11

and business relationships including supply chains. See Office of the High Commissioner on
Human Rights (OHCHR), ‘Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: Implementing
the United Nations “Protect, Respect and Remedy” Framework’ (UN 2011).
<https://www.coe.int/en/web/anti-human-trafficking/judgments-of-the-court> accessed
1 November 2021.

12
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and the United Kingdom breached articles of the European Convention on
Human Rights and required them to take further measures, including the
payment of compensation for damages. Some of LSI’s members were involved
in the submission of these cases or for a third-party intervention.

4. When to Use Strategic Litigation?

Whether strategic litigation is the best method to raise the is-
sue of human trafficking and exploitative practices, depends on several factors,
including also timing, resources and capacity. Moreover, an essential question
is, what do we seek to accomplish through litigation, also knowing that many
court cases trying to prosecute human trafficking perpetrators so far fail? A
change to state policy, a law revision, or a change in corporate behaviour or ac-
cess to compensation? If international human rights principles are successfully
applied in litigation, it is possible to use the resulting jurisprudence, and ensure
a much broader lasting impact for effective implementation of trafficked persons’
rights. Challenges of course remain to ensure that court proceeding lead to
strategic court decisions and that such decisions are implemented in practice,
and that victims can effectively access protection and support.

At a recent workshop organised by La Strada International,13 the Dutch Trade
Union Federation FNV Transport and Logistics (Foundation VNB) informed
our members about their strategic litigation work in particular related to labour
exploitation in the European transport sector. FNV/VNB started several legal
cases, amongst others against Ikea, Deliveroo and Uber, mainly with the aim
to raise awareness about the systemic exploitative practices in the sector, to
push the Dutch labour Inspectorate to take more action to hold the responsible
private transport companies accountable, and to start discussions with multina-
tionals who make extensive use of the transport sector to prevent and address
cases of labour exploitation within their supply chain, monitored by the FNV.

In 2021, FNV won an (appeal) court case against Deliveroo and the court
ruled that Deliveroo meal deliverers are not self-employed as claimed by the
company, and are thus entitled to an employment contract.14 Similarly a case
against Uber was successful, where the judge ruled that Uber taxi drivers are
not self-employed, as they cannot decide about their hour rate or how they im-
plement their work. Due to the judgement,15 Uber must now follow the Collective

LSI NGO Platform Meeting, ‘Workshop Strategic Litigation’ (Amsterdam, 15-17 September 2021)
(unpublished, report with author).

13

Court of Appeal Amsterdam, Deliveroo v FNV, 16 February 2021 <https://uitspraken.rechts-
praak.nl/inziendocument?id=ECLI:NL:GHAMS:2021:392> accessed 26 October 2021.

14

District Court Amsterdam,Uber v FNV, 13 September 2021 <https://uitspraken.rechtspraak.nl/in-
ziendocument?id=ECLI:NL:RBAMS:2021:5029> accessed 26 October 2021.

15
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Labour Agreement for taxi transport and drivers can claim rights in cases of
illness or absence. These strategic litigation cases were also supported with
advocacy and seeking media attention. FNV also started a court case against
the Dutch Labour Inspectorate for ‘lax enforcement’ related to IKEA truckers,
who lived in their cabins for weeks.

When to use strategic litigation and define which cases are strategically the
most important to pursue to ensure systematic change related to law, policy,
practice, and/or public awareness is essential. The same goes for clarifying the
reasons to pursue strategic litigation and the wanted outcomes thereof. However,
even cases that do not in the end result in a positive outcome, can strategically
still be very important for raising awareness and to obtain public attention for
the needed change.

4.1. Strategic Litigation by LSI Members: Some Examples

According to the Human Trafficking Pro Bono Legal Center
and the Freedom Fund ‘Determining the right cases to bring, and the most ef-
fective approaches to employ, lies at the heart of strategic litigation’.16 Anti-
trafficking NGOs can often join the criminal proceedings as a private party
alongside the victims who join the criminal proceedings as a private party to
claim damages. They can have different reasons for doing this, in particular:17

– To raise awareness among judges in court: taking part in criminal proceed-
ings as a private party is often the only way to raise their awareness on the
issue of human trafficking, the mechanisms used by traffickers, and the
impact and consequences for victims.

– To raise awareness with society and public opinion: When an NGO is a
party in criminal proceedings, the matter sometimes gets more easily
covered by the media.

– To defend the rights and position of the victim(s) when there is no lawyer
intervening for the victim(s), usually because the victim(s) did not want to
be involved.

According to LSI member PAG-ASA: ‘reasons to start strategic litigation,
can be the nature of the exploitation (eg cases with less known forms of
exploitation or modus operandi) that would need more public attention; aggrav-
ating circumstances, eg cases with recidivism; a criminal organization or organ-
ized crime; suspects who should set an example in our society (eg politicians;

The Human Trafficking Pro Bono Legal Center and Freedom Fund, ‘Ending Impunity, Securing
Justice: Using Strategic Litigation to Combat Modern-Day Slavery and Human Trafficking:

16

Using Strategic Litigation to Combat Modern-day Slavery and Human Trafficking’
(15 December 2015).
Feedback shared by PAG-ASA, during LSI NGO Platform (n 14).17

Journal of Human Trafficking, Enslavement and Conflict-Related Sexual Violence 2021-2116

HOFF



civil servants; media figures); judicial districts or courts where cases of human
trafficking are rarely brought to court and or cases that receive a lot of media
attention’.18

An example of a case that received a lot of media attention is the ‘Tree
Workers Case’. Between 2009 and 2010, up to 2,000 workers, mainly from
Vietnam, but also from EU countries such as Slovakia, Ukraine, Romania, or
Hungary, were forced to work under unacceptable working conditions in Czech
forests. They received no or little salary, poor accommodation, only the mini-
mum food, had to work 7 days a week for up to 14 hours per day and had to face
threats and intimidation daily. Furthermore, most of the workers had to pay
big amounts of money to get the necessary visa, to obtain documents needed
etc, leaving them with high debts and unfulfilled promises.

The Czech police failed to act. Only a small number of workers was inter-
viewed and eventually, in 2013, the police dropped the whole case, claiming it
was not human trafficking. It was only due to the efforts of lawyers and NGOs,
including La Strada Czech Republic and other activists, that led to the case be
taken as seriously as it should be. On 16 December 2015, the Czech Constitu-
tional Court found the constitutional complaint to be justified and found that
the Czech police acted unlawfully when they dropped the case claiming it was
not human trafficking. More than five years after the first complaint was
brought, the Czech Constitutional Court said that the country must respect its
international obligations to protect human rights and address human trafficking,
and that the police has the duty to thoroughly investigate allegations of crime.
Now, 6 years later, the case is still pending.

On 7 October 2021, the European Court of Human Rights issued a long-
awaited verdict in the case of Zoletic and Others v Azerbaijan – 20116/12,19 in fa-
vour of 33 citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina, who were recruited in 2009 and
taken to Azerbaijan where they were forced to work. The court ruled that the
respondent State failed to comply with its procedural obligation to institute and
conduct an effective investigation of the applicants’ claims concerning the alleged
forced labour and human trafficking.

The State of Azerbaijan was aware that the workers were potential victims
of human trafficking and forced labour. In addition, all injured workers were

ibid. See for more information about LSI’s member PAG-ASA <https://pag-asa.be/> accessed
1 November 2021.

18

See the website of the Council of Europe GRETA secretariat that provides more information
on some relevant ECtHR judgements CoE, ‘Judgements of the Court’ <ht-

19

tps://www.coe.int/en/web/anti-human-trafficking/judgments-of-the-court> accessed 26 Octo-
ber 2021. Further, the HUDOC database provides access to the case-law of the Court (Grand
Chamber, Chamber and Committee judgments and decisions, communicated cases, advisory
opinions and legal summaries from the Case-Law Information Note), the European Commission
of Human Rights (decisions and reports) and the Committee of Ministers (resolutions), see
<https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/> accessed 26 October 2021.
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awarded compensation for non-pecuniary damage of 5,000 euros, which should
be paid to them by the State of Azerbaijan. LSI’s member ASTRA Anti Traffick-
ing Action (ASTRA) supported the workers with their legal claims.20

These cases and other cases in which La Strada International members were
involved helped to bring to light the systemic use of exploitative labour of vul-
nerable groups of migrants and the involvement of states and the private sector,
as well as supported awareness raising for the less known forms of human
trafficking and the difficulties to ensure justice.

5. Challenges and Dilemma’s

Despite the proven importance of strategic litigation to effec-
tuate systemic change, due to lack of time, limited capacity and resources, it is
often not possible for NGOs to initiate or take part in legal proceedings. Strategic
litigation can take many, many years and thus resources and capacity are needed
for quite some time. For NGOs it is also important to continue to question
whether the litigation serves the needs of the persons they aim to assist and
protect and does no harm (and continues to do so over time). In all litigation,
the best interests of the victims should be paramount.

When court cases last for years and when victims want to go on with their
lives, forget about their negative experiences or can’t remember their depositions
and no longer want to be involved, or victims have disappeared, anti-trafficking
NGOs face dilemmas that while strategically a case remains very important,
for the victims it might be better to stop further interventions. Also, there might
be risks entailed for victims – as cases might be brought against them as a form
of retaliation – or there might be no money to collect at the end of the case. La
Strada Czech Republic, for example, faced such dilemmas in several recent
cases related to the exploitation of TCNs and this question will also pop up
again when the outcome of the ‘Tree Workers Case’ is known. How long should
NGOs continue to pursue a case and invest time, energy and money, while
maybe mediation would have brought quicker financial benefits for victims?21

‘Generally financial recovery is important, especially if victims risk financial
punishment for taking part in a suit’, as Martina E. Vandenberg of the Human
Trafficking Pro Bono legal centre states. According to her, ‘corporate defendants
facing human rights litigation are able to hire a regiment of lawyers. They can
well pay expensive very qualified teams of lawyers’. ‘They use retaliation and
for this reason, it is vital to have a network of pro bono attorneys on call to re-

See for more information about ASTRA <https://www.astra.rs/en/> accessed 1 November 2021.20

LSI NGO Platform (n 14); La Strada Czech Republic, ‘Desk Research on Cross-Continent Col-
laborations to Protect Asian Trafficking Victims in Europe’ (2021, unpublished, report with
author).
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spond to these intimidation tactics. This network can handle urgent requests
for legal assistance when defendants file false criminal claims or bogus civil
suits in the trafficking victims’ countries of origin.’22

That is why LSI members are generally happy if they can use the services
of pro bono legal centres such as DLA Piper or Freshfields, but unfortunately
the possibilities are more limited than the needs.

6. Coalition Building and Cooperation

Closer cooperation between Trade Unions and anti-trafficking
NGOs is needed, also due ‘to the blurred lines between provisions on trafficking
in human beings, social fraud or underpayment of worker’.23 Also, as we see
that the reality of forced labour or human trafficking for labour exploitation is
not a static one, but a continuum of experiences and situations, individual ex-
perience can begin as an acceptable work situation, where conditions sub-
sequently deteriorate into forced labour.

If human trafficking cannot be proven, exploited persons can mainly only
start civil court cases for labour rights violations and try to claim back wages.
Coalition building with other NGOs and legal professionals is needed too. In
2016, the Council of Europe started the establishing of a European lawyers’
network24 that comprises both lawyers and anti-trafficking NGOs and aims
among others to ‘support and encourage strategic litigation on victim rights on
national and European level’. Leverage pro bono legal support, establishing a
pool of lawyers and specialised training for lawyers (and or NGOs) dealing with
human trafficking cases is essential too.

Moreover, documenting human trafficking and forced labour practices re-
quires a significant investment of resources, time, and meticulous research.
To realise this, cooperation with investigative journalists or academics/research-
ers can help, as they are able to gather and present the initial evidence that can
lead to a lawsuit. Similarly effective data collection for the purpose of prosecution
by anti-trafficking NGOs remains needed too.

When taking up strategic litigation a good communication strategy is also
of major importance. When to talk to the media about the litigation? Is the time
right to seek media attention or is it better to still wait? Speaking too quickly
with the media can ruin cases and might harm ongoing investigations. Strategic
Litigation should be closely linked with a clear media strategy as well as with

The Human Trafficking Pro Bono Legal Center and Freedom Fund (n 17).22

Julia Planitzer, ‘Presentation on Compensation’ (LSI Compensation Event, 27-28 May 2019,
Brussels).

23

Council of Europe, ‘Lawyers’ Network’ <https://www.coe.int/en/web/anti-human-traffick-
ing/lawyers-network#{%2216408095%22:[1]} > accessed 26 October 2021.
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NGO advocacy and campaigning, to ‘apply public pressure when authorities
are unresponsive’ and create public awareness and understanding about the
issue and the outcomes of court cases, also to ensure that outcomes are trans-
lated into policy and legal reform.

Lastly, to ensure sufficient resources, more cooperation with donors on the
issue is vital, eg the establishment of a strategic litigation fund to assist NGOs
and lawyers to pursue high potential cases and to conduct a review of important
court orders that require further legal advocacy and court action. An NGO called
the Remedy project also called for ‘funding to be made available to support all
stages of litigation, including pre-action investigations, consultations with foreign
legal experts, and evidence gathering. These steps are often necessary to deter-
mine whether a viable legal action can be brought at all, and if so in what juris-
diction and under what cause of action’.25

7. Conclusion

To conclude, anti-trafficking NGOs should more often consider
using strategic litigation, next to their other work to pursue rights protection
for trafficked persons. Due to the lack of resources and capacity, they should
however formulate clear criteria, so they know when they should act and when
not. It is similarly important that coalitions are set up including trade unions,
anti-trafficking NGOs, other human rights advocates, lawyers and pro bono
firms, investigative reporters and researchers and possible other experts, as
well as donors. While prosecutions alone will not bring an end to trafficking,
there is immense potential to use legal strategies to deliver justice to victims,
deter potential perpetrators and put traffickers out of business.

The Remedy Project and Freedom Fund, ‘From Local to Global: Building a Strategic Litigation
Ecosystem to address Modern Slavery in Supply Chains: Scoping Study’ (May 2021).
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On a Continuum of Roles: Women as Key Socialization
Actors of Other Women in Al-Shabaab

Eva Luna Nijenhuis*

Tilburg University 2021 graduate in organizational studies

Abstract

In current research the role of women in terrorist organizations
has remained largely underexposed. This article responds to the call to draw attention
to the active women’s role in terrorist organizations by uncovering how women in
terrorist organizations, specifically Al-Shabaab, socialize with other women who enter
or change roles within the organization. This has been done through a literature re-
view, which integrates the insights drawn from papers on the role of women in terrorist
organizations with current knowledge on organizational socialization. The research
shows that women are active in a wide array of roles and that they should not only
be viewed as passive victims. Furthermore, women already familiar with the terrorist
organization are especially important for the socialization of female newcomers and
their role in maintaining the terrorist organization should not be ignored. The article
also sheds light on how the theory of organizational socialization could be improved.
As the results provide a better understanding on how socialization might differ de-
pending on the degree of autonomy the newcomer has and what insights it might
provide for other criminal organizations.

1. Introduction

I knew something was wrong, and I asked them where we were
heading. I was asked to shut up…one man was already having a knife [to clear some
bushes]. I was scared. I was crying. I was angry with the lady of the house. I asked
myself on why did she do this to me? …I arrived close to the camp [this I knew later],
but did not live in the camp, for I had to stay in a separate dark [ruins] hole with an
elderly Arab-looking man…later on I realized that I was brought to cater to his needs
and only saw the others during trainings…
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Juliet (3 August 2017)1

Juliet’s story about the house lady illustrates the duality of roles women play
in terrorist organizations. For long women have been portrayed as the ultimate
victims of terrorist groups.2 They are preyed on by stronger individuals and
subjected to multiple hardships, including sexual terrorism, which is a form
of goal-directed violence exercised by terrorist groups that relates to both human
trafficking and conflict-related sexual violence, often in particular directed at
women.3 However, there is also another underreported side of the coin: the role
women play as perpetrators in terrorism. In the case of Juliet, she was recruited
and trafficked by the lady of the house, who was a female member of Al-Shabaab.
This blind spot in the current research has gained increasing interest and pleas
have been put forward within the international arena to boost research in the
role of women in terrorist organizations, not only as victims but also as active
members. Research shows that, next to their increasing participation in combat
roles, women play, among others, an important role in recruitment, like in the
case of Juliet, and in the operational support of the organization.4

The main reason that little research has been done into the roles of women
has often been identified as the gendered perspective on conflict.5 Feminist
writings argue that research rests on the underlying stereotypes of femininity
and masculinity, as it is supposed that women are caring and peaceful while
males portray aggression. Terrorism, in this sense, would be a solely male
phenomenon, while women would be merely victims.6 This view seems to deny
women’s agency in conflict and their ability to be active agents in terrorism.7

There is an important gray area between victim and perpetrator as their involve-
ment is often on a spectrum of willingness and coercion.8 In the case of terrorist
organizations an intertwinement of the two is also highly likely as females can

F Badurdeen, ‘Women and Recruitment in the Al-Shabaab Network: Stories of Women Being
Recruited by Women Recruiters in the Coastal Region of Kenya’ (2018) 45(1) The African Review.
Special Issue: Violent Extremism and Gender in Kenya 32.

1

C Banks, ‘Introduction: Women, Gender, and Terrorism: Gendering Terrorism’ (2019)2

29(4-5) Women & Criminal Justice 181-187.
A-M de Brouwer, E de Volder and C Paulussen, ‘Prosecuting the Nexus between Terrorism,
Conflict-related Sexual Violence and Trafficking in Human Beings before National Legal
Mechanisms’ (2020) 18(2) Journal of International Criminal Justice 499-516.

3

J Bigio and R Vogelstein, ‘Women and Terrorism: Hidden Threats, Forgotten Partners’
(Council on Foreign Relations Press 2019); Institute for Security Studies, ‘The Role of Women
in Violent Extremism in Kenya’ (East Africa Report 12 March 2017).

4

A Smeulers, ‘Female Perpetrators: Ordinary or Extra-ordinary Women?’ (2015) 15(2) Interna-
tional Criminal Law Review 207-253.

5

B Byrne, ‘Towards a Gendered Understanding of Conflict’ (1996) 27(3) IDS Bulletin 31-40.6

Smeulers (n 5).7

International Crisis Group, ‘Women and Al-Shabaab’s Insurgency’ (June 2019)8

<https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/somalia/b145-women-and-al-shabaabs-insur-
gency> accessed 9 November 2021; Badurdeen (n 1).
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enter the organization as victims but may end up as perpetrators. Or conversely,
they enter with the intent of perpetrators and may end up as victims.9 Further-
more, the distinction between voluntary and involuntary is not clear-cut. Liter-
ature suggests that marginalization through gender inequality, the need for
belonging and opportunity to shape their lives are important motivators for
women.10

Another reason why not much has been written about the multitude of wo-
men’s roles in terrorist organizations is that the use of women in terrorist orga-
nizations is often contradictory to the fundamentals underlying Islamic terrorist
groups.11 Additionally, stigma and cultural and religious norms might prevent
women from speaking out about their participation in terrorist organizations,
keeping their involvement hidden.12

Integral to any study of behavior is the idea that acts are governed by the
norms and values of an individual. Norms and values are important in shaping
the perceptions and actions of an individual but without the ‘right’ set of
knowledge, skills, and dispositions individuals would be unable to function
within their environment.13 It is not only what these values, norms, and know-
ledge entail that is important, it is also how they are being transmitted. This is
where addressing the dual role of women within terrorist organizations becomes
important. Women can try to actively transfer values and norms to other women
by promoting the goals of their terrorist organization or they can even, uncon-
sciously, as victims, play a role as socialization actors by showing other women
how to function within the organization. One theory trying to explain how
people behave in organizations is the theory of organizational socialization
(OS), a social field of organization studies. OS is conceptualized as the mecha-
nism through which values, attitudes, behavior, and knowledge are being
transmitted to (new) members of the organization:14 transforming these new-
comers from organizational outsiders to insiders. Socialization agents are key

Bigio and Vogelstein (n 4).9

FA Badurdeen, ‘Women Who Volunteer: A Relative Autonomy Perspective in Al-Shabaab Female
Recruitment in Kenya’ (2020) 13(4) Critical Studies on Terrorism 616-637; UK Essays, ‘The

10

Roles of Women in Terrorism’ (November 2018) <https://www.ukessays.com/essays/crimin-
ology/the-roles-of-women-in-terrorism-criminology-essay.php?vref=1> accessed 9 No-
vember 2021; Smeulers (n 5).
K Petrich and P Donnelly, ‘Worth Many Sins: Al-Shabaab’s Shifting Relationship with Kenyan
Women’ (2019) 30(6-7) Small Wars & Insurgencies 1169-1192.

11

I Ndung’u, U Salifu and R Sigsworth, ‘Violent Extremism in Kenya: Why Women are a Priority’
(Monograph 197 November 2017) <https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/up-
loads/mono197.pdf> accessed 9 November 2021.

12

DA Goslin and J Aldous, Handbook of Socialization Theory and Research (Rand McNally
1969).

13

C Mornata and I Cassar, ‘The Role of Insiders and Organizational Support in the Learning
Process of Newcomers during Organizational Socialization’ (2018) 30(7) Journal of Workplace
Learning 562-575.

14
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in this process because they provide sensemaking and facilitate socialization
into the organization.15 Research suggests that women are effective socialization
agents due to their roles and positions in kinship networks, giving them a far
reach, and other notions such as sisterhood and trust which make socialization
easier.16 This article contributes to the existing body of literature by doing ex-
ploratory research and aims to assess the important but under researched so-
cializing roles of women within terrorist organizations, more specifically Al
Shabaab, and how it affects other women joining or changing roles inside the
organization. This article aims to find out what insights can be drawn from the
theory of organizational socialization to gain a better understanding of the role
of women in recruitment and integration of women in Al-Shabaab.

The insights of this research will promote a more systemic understanding
of the roles women play. This in turn will provide policy makers and other
agents tackling the issue of terrorism with a better grasp on terrorist organiza-
tions and how they function. Furthermore, a better understanding of the impact
of socialization will provide new insights for larger debates on the reintegration
of women returning home after having joined a terrorist organization.

To give a more focused analysis this article specifically looks at the terrorist
organization Al-Shabaab, as scholars point out that women are a valuable part
of the operations of this terrorist group.17 Indeed research suggests that women
are indispensable in recruitment, fundraising, logistics, intelligence collection,
domestic activities, and sexual services.18 Furthermore, women participating in
recruitment is a strategy employed by Al-Shabaab, which shows that women
are able to influence other women to enter the organization.19

After describing the research methodology and offering some contextual
information about Al-Shabaab, the theoretical framework will discuss literature
on the roles of women in terrorist organizations and organizational socialization.
The discussion section will offer critical side notes to the research while the
conclusion will confirm the theoretical and practical value of the findings of
this article.

TN Bauer, T Bodner, B Erdogan, DM Truxillo and JS Tucker, ‘Newcomer Adjustment during
Organizational Socialization: A Meta-Analytic Review of Antecedents, Outcomes, and Methods’
(2007) 92(7) Journal of Applied Psychology 707-721.

15

Institute for Security Studies (n 4); EM Saltman and M Smith, ‘‘Till Martyrdom Do Us Part’
Gender and the ISIS Phenomenon’ (Institute for Strategic Dialogue May 2015) <https://www.is-

16

dglobal.org/isd-publications/till-martyrdom-do-us-part-gender-and-the-isis-phenomenon/>
accessed 9 November 2021.
Petrich and Donnelly (n 11).17

H Matfess, ‘Part and Parcel? Examining Al Shabaab and Boko Haram’s Violence Targeting
Civilians and Violence Targeting Women’ (2020) Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 1-19; Petrich
and Donnelly (n 11).

18

Matfess (n 18).19
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2. Research Methodology

Little quantitative research is available about the role of women
as socialization actors of other women for terrorist organizations. While literature
on active roles of women in terrorist organizations is scarce, the insights of
organizational socialization (OS) have not been combined to understand the
role of women as socialization actors. As a novel perspective the research
question has been answered through a literature review. The research has as-
sessed the literature on the theory of socialization and covers previous research
regarding the women’s roles in terrorist organizations. Literature was found
using databases such as WorldCat, Google scholar, Jstor, Researchgate, and
Taylor and Francis Online. Some search terms that have been included are: Al-
Shabaab, women, terrorism, roles, extremism, perpetrators, victims, organi-
zational socialization, socialization actors, insiders, social networks. Due to the
differing nature of the literature on OS and the role of women other search
criteria, such as different cut of years, were applied when searching for literature.

Articles included are peer-reviewed and meta-analysis and literature reviews
were given precedence as they provide a more comprehensive outlook of the
existing literature.20 Books and reports from renewed institutes were also be
included.

The research did not address the full model of organizational socialization
but only what is relevant for understanding the process within terrorist organi-
zations. Additionally, this article is about the relational aspects of the theory
and thus socialization outcomes are not extensively covered. The article also
does not go into depth into other socialization types like political and gender
socialization. The socializing role of men is also outside the scope of this article
as the focus is on the contact between women and the female socialization
actors they encounter.

After a thorough literature search, 14 articles were included regarding the
roles of women in terrorist organizations, and nine articles were included on
the theory of organizational socialization.21 The former included ten academic
papers and one book that were published after 2015, a cut-of-line to make sure
that the most up-to-date information was found in this quickly evolving field.
Because terrorist groups, including Al-Shabaab, often engage in smuggling
and trafficking, two papers on women in human trafficking networks were also
included as these two fields overlap.22 Assessing the roles of women in these

MB Harari, HR Parola, CJ Hartwell and A Riegelman, ‘Literature Searches in Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses: A Review, Evaluation, and Recommendations’ (2020) 118 Journal of Voca-
tional Behavior 103377.

20

The information saturation point was set at 23 articles.21

CTED, ‘Identifying and Exploring the Nexus between Human Trafficking, Terrorism, and
Terrorism Financing’ (2019) <https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/ctc/content/identifying-

22

and-exploring-nexus-between-human-trafficking-terrorism-and-terrorism-financing> accessed
9 November 2021.

125JHEC vol. 2, nr. 2, 125-142, © 2021 Paris Legal Publishers

WOMEN AS KEY SOCIALIZATION ACTORS OF OTHER WOMEN IN AL-SHABAAB



criminal networks can therefore provide further insights into the interaction
between women herein. Only two articles were included because not much has
been written about this subject and these were the most recent articles that
provided relevant information.23

Regarding the research on the theory of OS, the date on which sources were
written was less relevant as the focus is on the theoretical mechanisms which
have been written about for a longer time and are less quickly evolving. Sources
included one meta-analysis, one literature review, one book, two key publications,
specifically on the relational aspects of the theory on OS, and two articles written
in the last three years to ensure the most up-to-date information. Additionally,
one book chapter and one article on the socialization of women into crime was
also included. These articles were not specifically on OS but were still valuable
to the research. To structure and analyze the findings both a concept and an
author matrix were utilized.

3. Context of Al-Shabaab

Al-Shabaab, which translates into ‘The Youth’, is an interna-
tionally recognized terrorist group based in Somalia. The group emerged in
the early 2000s as the younger members of al-Ittihad al-Islami (AIAI, or “Unity
of Islam”), a militant Salafi group, but split themselves from the older generation
due to political disputes.24 The members of Al-Shabaab, who sought a ‘greater
Somalia’ under fundamentalistic Islamic rule, aligned themselves with the Is-
lamic Court Union (ICU) to serve as its youth militant group and enforce sharia
(Islamic law). The ICU was a powerful network of sharia courts that reached
throughout Somalia and was centered in the capital Mogadishu. However, after
the Ethiopian invasion of 2006 pushed the ICU out of Mogadishu, it fell apart.25

This event arguably led to the radicalization of Al-Shabaab members and the
group transitioned to an independent guerilla group that organized systematic
attacks on the Ethiopian invaders.26 A pledge of allegiance to Al-Qaeda in 2008
showed that Al-Shabaab internationally endorsed Al-Qaeda’s Islamic ideology
and it provided the group with resources and support for increasingly violent

M Wijkman and E Kleemans, ‘Female Offenders of Human Trafficking and Sexual Exploitation’
(2019) 72(1) Crime, Law and Social Change 53-72; D Siegel and S de Blank, ‘Women Who

23

Traffic Women: The Role of Women in Human Trafficking Networks – Dutch Cases’ (2010)
11(4) Global Crime 436-447.
C Felter, J Masters and MA Sergie, ‘Al-Shabab’ (January 2020) <https://www.cfr.org/back-
grounder/al-shabab> accessed 8 November 2021.

24

C Barnes and H Hassan, ‘The Rise and Fall of Mogadishu’s Islamic Courts’ (2007) 1(2) Journal
of Eastern African Studies 151-160.

25

Counter Extremism Project, ‘Al-Shabaab’ (2021) <https://www.counterextremism.com/threat/al-
shabaab> accessed 8 November 2021.

26
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attacks.27 The main aim of Al-Shabaab is to establish a pure Islamic State without
foreign influences. Currently, the group is centered in Northern Somalia and
has some factions in Kenya and Ethiopia along the Somalian border, however,
it seeks to expand and encompass the whole Horn of Africa.28 The group is re-
sponsible for many deadly terrorist attacks both inside Somalia and in neigh-
boring countries and has been accused of, among others, human trafficking,
stoning, beheadings, torture, and sexual slavery.29 The hierarchical organization
is centered around its emir (commander), currently Ahmed Umar Abu Ubaidah,
and answering to him are regional commanders who oversee different parts of
the Al-Shabaab’s territory.30 The group also uses the pre-existing local clan dy-
namics within the country to gain more land, control the local populations,
collect taxes, and raise armies.31 Mwangi argues that next to the Islamic ideology,
the political instability within the country is used by the group not only to raise
public popularity but also to legitimize its existence.32 Al-Shabaab does this by
offering the local community part of what the government is failing to provide,
such as court rulings, policing and welfare, raising goodwill among the locals,
and as a consequence facilitating the recruitment of citizens into Al-Shabaab.33

It is useful to assess the motives of women for voluntarily becoming active
members of the Al-Shabaab organization since it will facilitate the understanding
of socialization. As more intrinsic motivation facilitates effective knowledge
transfer which is necessary for socialization.34 Additionally, Badurdeen points
out that the motives of these women partly determine in which roles they will
become active. 35 Ranging from voluntarily to forceful, women can, first of all,
join terrorist groups due to their sympathy to the group’s ideology.36 However,

Counter Extremism Project (n 26); CNN, ‘Al-Shabaab joining al Qaeda, monitor group says.’
(10 February 2021) <https://edition.cnn.com/2012/02/09/world/africa/somalia-shabaab-
qaeda/index.html> accessed 9 November 2021.

27

Counter Extremism Project (n 26).28

Matfess (n 18); International Crisis Group, ‘Al-Shabaab Five Years after Westgate: Still a Menace
in East Africa’ (Africa Report N°265 September 2018) <https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-

29

africa/kenya/265-al-shabaab-five-years-after-westgate-still-menace-east-africa> accessed 8 No-
vember 2021.
Counter Extremism Project (n 26).30

DM Anderson and J McKnight, ‘Understanding Al-Shabaab: Clan, Islam and Insurgency in
Kenya’ (2015) 9(3) Journal of Eastern African Studies 536-557; Matfess (n 18).

31

OG Mwangi, ‘State Collapse, Al-Shabaab, Islamism, and Legitimacy in Somalia’ (2012) 13(4)
Politics, Religion & Ideology 513-527.

32

R Wise, ‘Al Shabaab’ (Case study number 2 July 2011) <https://www.csis.org/analysis/al-
shabaab> accessed 8 November 2021.

33

M Osterloh and BS Frey, ‘Motivation, Knowledge Transfer, and Organizational Forms.’ (2000)
11(5) Organization Science 538-550.

34

Badurdeen (n 10).35

K Jacques and PJ Taylor, ‘Female Terrorism: A Review’ (2009) 21(3) Terrorism and Political
Violence 499-515.
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it has been argued that this is often not the main driver.37 Key events such as
the loss of a loved one also motivate women to join terrorist groups, along with
gender inequality and the resulting marginalization of women as women hope
to gain power and status.38 Another reason for joining Al-Shabaab is that it can
provide women with financial stability through employment or marriage.39

Marriage and cohabitation relationships are also often mentioned as prominent
factors influencing women’s decision to join Al-Shabaab.40 For some, joining
Al-Shabaab can also provide protection from the local community.41 Although
the real protective force should not be overstated, the aforementioned judicial
mechanism offered by Al-Shabaab might provide a sense of security to these
women. These courts are, for example, said to provide women with a way to
get their dues from ex-husbands or male relatives.42 Lastly, women can become
involved in terrorist organizations through coercion. They can be abducted into
Al-Shabaab and become associated with the group against their will.43 The
aforementioned motives should, however, be read with nuance as the choices
of women often defy the dichotomy of complete agency and coercion as a
complex interplay between these two exists.44 Women can, for example, decide
to actively join the group after being a victim to it or become a victim after
joining voluntarily.45

4. Theoretical Framework

The theory of organizational socialization and more specifically
the role of socialization agents is used to address how women in Al-Shabaab
influence other women entering or switching roles within the organization.
Organizational socialization (OS) is conceptualized as ‘the process by which an
individual acquires the social knowledge and skills necessary to assume an or-
ganizational role.’46 Not only does this process occur when employees enter
from outside the organization but also after an internal organizational boundary

Badurdeen (n 1); Smeulers (n 5).37

Badurdeen (n 10); L Amusan, AI Adeyeye and S Oyewole, ‘Women as Agents of Terror: Women
Resources and Gender Discourse in Terrorism and Insurgency’ (2019) 46(3) Politikon 345-359;
Badurdeen (n 1); UK Essays (n 10).

38

Institute for Security Studies (n 4).39

Badurdeen (n 10).40

Smeulers (n 5).41

Institute for Security Studies (n 4).42

Petrich and Donnelly (n 11).43

Badurdeen (n 10).44

Institute for Security Studies (n 4).45

J Van Maanen and EH Schein, ‘Toward a Theory of Organizational Socialization’ in B Staw
(ed), Research in Organizational Behavior (vol. 1: 209-264 Greenwich CT JAI Press 1979) 3.
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has been crossed, for example when a member changes roles within the organ-
ization. Core to OS is the process that someone is learning not only important
skills and general knowledge, but also learning new norms, values, and atti-
tudes.47 Previous literature suggests that socialization actors, also called insiders,
play an important role in transferring these intangible aspects of an organiza-
tion.48

Women might, in particular, be key actors in the recruitment process of female
newcomers as they are more likely to build up relations with them. As women
have the tendency to establish relations faster, to attach more weight to their
interactions and incorporate information from those similar.49 They are inherent
socialization agents, who help transfer knowledge, expectations, and values to
other women entering any organization.

While the theory of organizational socialization is mainly developed in the
business context, and thus uses the term employees, it can apply to terrorist
groups. Researchers point out that the activities of terrorist groups can be as-
sessed as an organizational phenomenon.50 What is more, the socialization of
the norms and values of these groups, especially of the Islamic culture and the
groups underlying ideology, seems to be important. This is because it is core
to reaching political objectives, facilitating effective functioning by getting
everyone on the same line and because it is thought to spur on externally directed
violence by its members.51

When socialization is effective it will not only enhance the organization’s
performance and resource acquisition, but it will also have a strong and poten-
tially lasting impact on the individual and his or her behavior and attitudes.
Furthermore, for power and influence to be effectively executed in an organiz-
ation socialization is needed as this requires learning about the politics and
power dynamics embedded in the culture of the organizations.52 In short, so-
cialization is an important aspect for the effective functioning of any organization
and even more so for terrorist organizations.

Mornata and Cassar (n 14).47

AM Saks and JA Gruman ‘Getting Newcomers on Board: A Review of Socialization Practices
and Introduction to Socialization Resources Theory’ in CR Wanberg (ed), The Oxford Handbook
of Organizational Socialization (Oxford University Press 2012) 27-55.

48

RM Montoya and RS Horton, ‘A Meta-Analytic Investigation of the Processes Underlying the
Similarity-Attraction Effect’ (2012) 30(1) Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 64-94;

49

SE Cross and L Madson, ‘Models of the Self: Self-Construals and Gender’ (1997) 122(1) Psycho-
logical Bulletin 5-37; Byrne (n 6).
J Comas, P Shrivastava and EC Martin, ‘Terrorism as Formal Organization, Network, and Social
Movement’ (2014) 24(1) Journal of Management Inquiry 47-60.

50

GA Ackerman and M Burnham, ‘Towards a Definition of Terrorist Ideology’ (2019) Terrorism
and Political Violence 1-30; K Cragin, ‘Understanding Terrorist Ideology.’ (RAND Corporation
June 2007) <https://www.rand.org/pubs/testimonies/CT283.html> accessed 8 November 2021.
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The second building block of the theoretical framework is the literature on
the roles of women in terrorist organizations. In particular, the dynamic interplay
between the different roles will be of importance. Scholars contend that framing
women as either victims or perpetrators obscures reality, as they move between
categories, or can be both at the same time.53 As previously noted, women can
be active perpetrators, for example suicide bombers and commanders, and,
even more importantly, play a supporting role.54 Their supporting role activities
can include fundraising, recruiting, logistics support, domestic activities, and
sexual services.55 However, Badurdeen stresses that the voluntary involvement
in these roles is shaped by many contextual factors and it is often hard to assess
to what extent choices are made autonomously.56 In some cases, the involuntary
nature is more explicit as women can fall prey to terrorist organizations through
trafficking schemes, gender-based violence, and sexual terrorism. These acts
that are not only used randomly but also as instruments to reach strategic and
financial goals.57 Bigio and Vogelstein’s report58 notes that after being trafficked
some women are forced to perpetrate crimes while others, discovering resources,
previously unavailable power, or after accepting the group’s ideology, voluntarily
decide to stay. There is a multitude of roles and women can take on different
roles over time. Within each of these roles, women can excess power over other
women around them. Not only as active recruiters but also as role models,
mothers, and fellow victims are they able to shape the perceptions of other
women involved in Al-Shabaab.59

5. Results

When reviewing the organizational socialization literature it
becomes clear that socialization actors, also known as insiders, are key in
transferring attitudes, behavior, and knowledge needed by newcomers to
function within the organization.60 Mornata and Cassar point out that the use
of these agents is the most helpful socialization practice that is deployed in or-
ganizations. 61 Not only do they explicitly provide information but they also

Institute for Security Studies (n 4).53

Bigio and Vogelstein (n 4); Smeulers (n 5).54

Petrich and Donnelly (n 11).55

Badurdeen (n 10).56

De Brouwer, de Volder and Paulussen (n 3).57

Bigio and Vogelstein (n 4).58

Badurdeen (n 1); Institute for Security Studies (n 4).59

Saks and Gruman (n 48); R Fang, MK Duffy and JD Shaw, ‘The Organizational Socialization
Process: Review and Development of a Social Capital Model’ (2010) 37(1) Journal of Management
127-152; Bauer, Bodner, Erdogan, Truxillo and Tucker (n 15).

60
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contribute to the socialization process by serving as a role model or providing
social support.62 For newcomers, social networks are essential in reducing un-
certainty due to their ability to provide these important resources.63

The literature review will first discuss the roles of women in terrorist orga-
nizations to understand the context and the capacity in which women serve as
socialization actors and into which roles they become socialized. The roles wo-
men hold in terrorist organizations can be distinguished into two types: formal
roles, which consist of recruiters, operational roles, administrative and supportive
roles, and active roles, and, secondly, informal roles, which wives, mothers, and
other victims fall into. The difference between the two categories is that informal
roles represent non-assigned roles that occur through interaction with others,
while formal roles are deliberately assigned by organizations to reach their ob-
jectives. It has to be noted, however, that these categories overlap and interact
with each other. After providing a short description of the positions women
hold in terrorist organizations literature on OS will be covered. This section
includes the important characteristics of women in terrorist organizations that
show their essential role as socialization actors.

5.1. Roles of Women in Terrorist Organizations

Starting with the formal roles, studies highlight the important
and frequent role of women as recruiters within terrorist organizations.64 This
role is often discussed separately in the literature even if it could be argued that
this job could fall in the category of the operational roles. Scholars point out
that female recruiters, including in Al-Shabaab, use the needs and desires of
women they wish to recruit in combination with deceptive strategies to either
voluntarily or involuntarily draft them into the organization.65 This is in line
with the research on human trafficking, where deceptive strategies play a role
either in the initial stages of recruitment or later on in the process.66 It also
shows that trafficked women might not initially be aware of their victim status.

Secondly, women are used in operational roles, which include auxiliary roles
that are important for the operational success of the group.67 In these roles,
women are used as strategic resources in insurgent logistics. Jobs included in
this category provide material support such as spying, fundraising, and traffick-
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ing of goods, people, and messages.68 The International Crisis Group69 notes
that women are crucial in these roles as their gender allows them to access
certain information and locations more easily.70

The third role of women are administrative and supportive roles. In these
roles women carry out tasks that are essential to capacity building, such as
cleaning, cooking, feeding, providing sex, and educating recruits.71 Ndung’u,
Salifu, and Sigsworth point out that these jobs are essential for the effective
functioning of Al-Shabaab as they provide an ‘invisible infrastructure’ in which
the group operates.72 Women assigned to this role often find themselves in a
subordinate position where they experience a threat of coercion and force.73

The last formal role women can play within terrorist organizations are active
roles. In these roles women actively take up arms and join the fight as suicide
bombers, torturers, and leaders.74 Al-Shabaab women are more often found
executing these roles when they are driven by political motives.75 Recent reports
have highlighted that Al-Shabaab rarely has a place for these women in their
command structure compared to other African militant groups.76 However, it
has been argued that stigma and cultural and religious norms might prevent
women from speaking out about their active participation.77

Women can also hold informal roles, although these largely overlap with the
formal roles. Ndung’u et al highlight that through informal positions formal
roles can be facilitated.78 As wives, women can, for example, play a supportive
role by cleaning, giving social support, and feeding their husbands.79 Further-
more, marriage can facilitate the functioning of terrorist organizations by using
it strategically to advance relations and procure loyalties of other members.80

Literature suggests that providing their husbands with comfort and satisfying
their sexual urges are essential tasks of married women.81
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Another important informal role is that of being a mother. Within this role,
women are perceived to fulfill two key functions: building a new generation of
fighters and radicalizing their children to suit the ideology of the terrorist
group.82 Women are seen as keepers of family morals and values as they ‘ver-
tically transmit’ norms to the next generation.83 As parents women play a large
role in teaching their sons and daughters what appropriate behavior is.84 This
is also why some Al-Shabaab members perceive jobs at home as even more
important than formal roles for the effective functioning of the group.85

The last informal role women can hold is that of a victim. Women suffer at
the hand of terrorist organizations in many ways, among others by subjection,
trafficking, sexual violence, assault, forceful marriage and as aforementioned
sexual terrorism.86 Quite often these acts are used by terrorist organizations,
like Al-Shabaab, as a means to an end. As victims women contribute by perform-
ing domestic work, serving as sex slaves, or even by spreading the groups’
ideology.87 The literature on human trafficking suggests that women can try to
escape their position as victims by taking on more active roles such as recruit-
ers.88 Thus, women who have been victims of sexual exploitation might later
start exploiting other women themselves.89

It is worth noting that women can hold roles that are against the objectives
of the terrorist organization, in comparison to the aforementioned. Bigio &
Vogelstein and Harper state that women can hold important roles as mitigators
of violence. 90 They can be seen as ‘vital peacebuilders’ due to their role in
predicting radicalization, preventing it, and their ability to play a key role as
security actors. This signals that women do not only play an important role as
socialization actors in favor of terrorist organizations but that they can also play
a role in countering terrorism.

5.2. Socialization of Women into the Organization

Moving on to the literature about organizational socialization,
how information is distributed to newcomers and how they become embedded

Harper (n 73); Ndung’u, Salifu and Sigsworth (n 12).82

Spencer (n 64).83

C Zahn-Waxler and N Polanichka, ‘All Things Interpersonal: Socialization and Female Aggres-
sion’ in M Putallaz and KL Bierman (eds), Duke Series in Child Development and Public Policy.

84

Aggression, Antisocial Behavior, and Violence among Girls: A Developmental Perspective
(Guilford Pulications 2004) 48-68.
Ndung’u, Salifu and Sigsworth (n 12).85

Amusan, Adeyeye and Oyewole (n 38); Bigio and Vogelstein (n 4).86

Harper (n 73).87

Siegel and de Blank (n 23).88

Wijkman and Kleemans (n 23).89

Bigio and Vogelstein (n 4); Harper (n 73).90

133JHEC vol. 2, nr. 2, 133-142, © 2021 Paris Legal Publishers

WOMEN AS KEY SOCIALIZATION ACTORS OF OTHER WOMEN IN AL-SHABAAB



in social networks is shaped by the organizational tactics employed by a organ-
ization. These tactics are the first of two dimensions of socialization ante-
cedents.91 Included are direct and indirect guidance from the organization and
its members which facilitates the socialization process. Tactics can be placed
on institutionalized, formal, and highly structured information distribution,
and individualized, unstructured and sporadic information distribution charac-
terized by ‘learning on your own’.92 An example of the former are the camps
where Al-Shabaab holds women. In interviews held by Badurdeen, it becomes
clear that women are forced to undergo strenuous training by Al-Shabaab and
are exposed to the norms and values of the organization through both manda-
tory readings and visual sources.93 As a result, women, willingly or unwillingly,
embrace the ideology imposed on them. Harris, Cooper‐Thomas, Smith, and
Smollan point out that when tactics are more institutionalized, and thus more
formally organized by the organization, newcomers are increasingly likely to
exactly replicate the roles and expectations imposed on them by those within
the organization. 94 Tactics of women newcomers entering forcefully seem to
be mainly individualized as their initial contact is often by ambiguity, unclarity,
and a lack of information. Institutionalized tactics are added later when they
receive formal training.95 When women join voluntarily they often have already
had the opportunity to gain knowledge through a more institutionalized ap-
proach. For example, they attend online lectures and actively seek information
to make a more informed decision.96

When organizational tactics are more individualized, the second dimension
of socialization antecedents becomes salient: newcomer proactivity and infor-
mation seeking.97 The three aspects of this dimension are sensemaking, positive
framing, and relationship building.98 Within these processes, newcomers
heavily rely on indirect guidance from peers and supervisors making socializa-
tion actors highly influential.99

During sensemaking newcomers receive sensegiving from insiders and test
their sensemaking by evaluating the reactions of those around them. A more
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institutionalized socialization approach is said to facilitate the sensegiving
process of insiders.100 Online lectures and discussions organized by women
from Al-Shabaab to educate other women on their roles and contributions to
the movement reflect this approach.101

Positive framing refers to cognitive self-management of newcomers to in-
crease their self-efficacy, and self-confidence by perceiving the environment as
positive. When newcomers present a positive image they are more attractive to
insiders and thus able to interact more with others.102 This also relates to the
last dimension of newcomer proactivity, namely relationship building.
Fang, Duffy and Shaw103 point out that building up networks is especially im-
portant for newcomers as the quality and extent of these networks impact the
effectiveness of the socialization process. Women in particular are said to be
more engaged in network building as they have a stronger interpersonal orient-
ation than males.104 Additionally, networks influence women more because
relationships with others plays an important part in forming their identity.105

The tendency to quickly build up relationships becomes even more salient in
stressful situations, where experiences of entering a terrorist organization can
be classified.106

Networks can differ with regards to their structure and the resources they
provide.107 The former is characterized by the number and strength of ties, and
network density. Ties represent the relationship between people. The strength
of a tie depends on the closeness and interaction frequency of a relationship.108

Newcomers, due to the lack of relationships, mainly rely on weak ties and non-
dense networks. The advantage of this is that it provides the newcomer with a
lot of nonredundant information.109 Large network connectivity is important
for socialization actors and it is said to be especially effective for female recruit-
ers. Terrorist groups often use the kinship and family networks of these women
to recruit new members, spread the message of the Islamic state and con-
sequently proselytize others.110 Moreover, family networks are also seen as one
of the root causes for the active participation of women in human trafficking
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schemes.111 Additionally, women’s far-reaching networks make them more ef-
fective in spreading the message of the Islamic States to their weak ties and
thus in proselytizing others.112

Levin and Cross further stress the usefulness of weak ties for newcomers.
They point out that, especially when knowledge is tacit, their weak ties in
combination with trust in the socialization actor, lead to an increase in perceived
usefulness and acceptance of the given information by the newcomer.113 This
is in line with research on female recruiters as it is highlighted by several papers
that the ability of women to build trusting relationships with other women by
promoting sisterhood and belonging is especially important in their ability to
recruit them.114 The literature on human trafficking also emphasizes that wo-
men’s ability to build up trust with potential victims is a key characteristic for
their success.115

Network resources are characterized by the range of a network, shown in its
diversity of actors, and the network status, defined by the position contacts hold
within the organizational hierarchy.116 Especially in the more conservative Is-
lamic countries, where communication is limited to other women, females
have unique access to other women or girls at risk of socialization. This shows
that the network range of women makes them particularly effective in socializing
other women.117

The proximal outcome of organizational tactics and newcomer proactivity
and information seeking is newcomer adjustment.118 To successfully integrate
into the organization insiders must learn from the information provided and
assimilate into the organization. The task of learning encompasses learning
about the roles, mastering the tasks, and acquiring organizational knowledge.119

Assimilation and social acceptance are acquired through social integration and
the development of organizational commitment.120

Mornata and Cassar point out that learning and assimilation are facilitated by
a psychologically safe environment, which is highly dependent on the charac-
teristics of socialization agents.121 Especially in situations perceived as unsafe,
which often is the case during institutionalized teachings, women turn to other
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women to provide them with information, safety, and support as they are more
often perceived as friendly.122 Likewise, friendship ties are also seen as important
for assimilation as Morrison points out as they lead to more commitment and
stronger integration.123 Additionally, they also provide a sense of belonging and
identity. Communities where communication is limited to other women will
mainly build same-sex friendships. Badurdeen mentions that friends often play
a role in the recruitment of women into Al-Shabaab. 124

The sense of identity provided by a social network through one’s social po-
sition within an organization also contributes to the internalization of socializ-
ation messages and experiences as these roles are incorporated in one’s sense
of self.125 In one of Badurdeen’s interviews, one participant said that while
serving as a sex slave she gradually started to accept her position. In the end,
she even saw it as her moral obligation to perform her tasks and she wanted to
identify as part of Al-Shabaab. 126

Additionally, women are pointed out to be important in transferring values
and morals to their children and other family members, increasing their com-
mitment and integration into the terrorist group.127 Zahn-Waxler and Polanicka
point out that mothers are key in socializing their children and influencing
their norms and values.128

The OS literature suggests that when organizational socialization is effective,
distal outcomes might be achieved. These include among others, increased
performance, intentions to remain, and job satisfaction.129

6. Discussion

The above findings must, however, be assessed critically as
the current literature review has some limitations. One of the main problems
concerns the literature on the roles of women in terrorist organizations. As
mentioned before, this is not a highly extensive area of research and available
publications often lack primary data sources and have few statistical analyses.
Jacques and Taylor argue that this shortage is due to difficult and potentially
dangerous situations that are associated with data collection in the field of ter-
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rorism and the covert nature of terrorism.130 The undertaken qualitative research
is also often based on a few non-randomly drawn cases. Moreover, cultural
norms and fear for stigmatization and repercussion might prevent women from
speaking out.131 This poses a problem for the reliability and generalizability of
the current findings as they might not apply to all women and some roles might
even be left uncovered. Furthermore, the aforementioned bias in research to
see males as aggressors and females as peaceful can shape the undertaken re-
search. As it might influence the papers on which this literature review rests,
in turn influencing the results of this paper. Future research needs to take into
account these biases and try to bridge the gaps that exist within current research.

The second part of the literature review also has its limitations. One prom-
inent issue with the theory of organizational socialization is the lack of attention
given to the interactive process of socialization within the theory.132 This research
has considered socialization as a one-way process since it only studied the effect
of socialization actors on the newcomer. However, assessing how newcomers
influence others offers an important perspective for future research. This article
has also revealed that the theory of organizational socialization is incomplete
as the results show that there is a difference in the importance of socialization
actors depending on whether someone enters an organization forcefully or
more voluntarily. This aspect has not yet been covered by the literature on orga-
nizational socialization and it could play an important role when considering
organizations that are more criminal in nature. Future research should thus
try to address this issue and assess how the theoretical mechanisms differ de-
pending on the context studied.

7. Conclusion

This literature review has shown the diversity of roles women
can play and has especially highlighted how these overlap and interact. Important
formal roles that came to the fore were those with an operational, administrative
and supportive, and active nature along with the post of recruiter. Wives,
mothers, and victims were identified as the informal positions women can hold
within terrorist organizations. Through these roles, women come in contact
with other women who require knowledge to reduce uncertainty about their
position. These interactions enable women to, willingly or unwillingly, influence
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newcomers by transferring knowledge, expectations, and values. This also applies
to Al-Shabaab.

By using the insights drawn from the theory of organizational socialization
a better understanding of the role of women in the recruitment and integration
of women in Al-Shabaab was provided. First of all, the results highlighted that
when women join involuntarily their initial contact with the organizations
seems to be through individualized tactics.133 This means they have to rely more
on others to acquire information to reduce uncertainty. When women enter
voluntarily, they are able to access formal information prior to or upon entering.
These findings suggest that the influence of socialization agents is particularly
important for women who are victims of the organization. However, it should
be noted that this distinction between voluntarily and involuntarily recruitment
into terrorist organizations and the related roles of perpetrator and victim cannot
be made easily. Several scholars stress that the decision of women to join ter-
rorist organizations has to be understood in light of relational and cultural values
underlying the context in which choices are made.134 This also seems to play a
part in shaping the motivation of women to join Al-Shabaab, as their behavior
is often driven by contextual factors.135 It is also possible for women to switch
from one role to another within terrorist organizations. Consequently, women
would have to readjust to a (new) position, which means that they will be sub-
jected to another range of socialization practices. Women who join Al-Shabaab
voluntarily might become victims of the group later on when they are exploited
against their will, for example when they are forced to become sex slaves. When
this is the case, they might have to rely more on their socialization actors when
readjusting to their new position. The opposite could also hold true, as shown
in Baburdeen’s interviews: women who enter the terrorist organization as vic-
tims might, through institutionalized practices such as religious training,
eventually become perpetrators.136

The theory of organizational socialization also seems to suggest that women
are especially effective socialization actors due to their large networks and
ability to build friendly and trusting relations with other women. The former
enables them to connect to many people, while the latter contributes to the ac-
ceptance of the information they transfer to other women. Additionally, the
tendency for female newcomers to look for interactions, especially in stressful
situations, will also promote contact between these women.137 Women are also
more likely to provide a psychologically safe environment, facilitating the
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learning process of newcomers. Furthermore, it is often pointed out that in
their informal role as mothers, women can be especially influential in socializing
their family members.138

The results confirm the previously drawn conclusion that studying the
multitude of roles held by women is important. It becomes clear that women
are essential to the effective functioning of terrorist organizations by performing
essential tasks and teaching other women the ropes. By acknowledging the
complex interplay between the concepts of female perpetrators and victims,
this research has also tried to show that women should not be categorized as
one or the other but that reality is more complex.

This article has shown that resemblance between newcomers and socializa-
tion actors can have a moderating effect on socialization outcomes, as socializ-
ation information is more effectively distributed and more easily incorporated
by the newcomer. This effect seems to be especially important in cultures where
gender heavily shapes social contacts. However, until today this has remained
outside the scope of current literature on organizational socialization, incorpor-
ating this insight could improve the theory as it provides a more complete pic-
ture.

The practical value of this article is threefold. First, by understanding the
roles of these women and the broad range of agency involved, more well-edu-
cated legal penalties against suspected terrorists can be developed. The organi-
zational socialization theory helps to reveal that women, as socialization actors,
have much more influence within terrorist organizations than previously as-
sumed. Overlooking this aspect would mean not recognizing the full extent of
their position as perpetrators, which would preclude their punishment and
obscure justice for victims of the organizations.139 Justice might be facilitated
by acknowledging the influence women have as perpetrators and punishing
them accordingly. As this article is being written a case appeared in the Nether-
lands where a woman, a Dutch citizen who joined ISIS, was repatriated from
Syria by the Netherlands, along with three children. The reason given by the
Dutch council of foreign affairs for their actions was that justice would otherwise
have been precluded, as her case would not have been processed had she re-
mained in Syria.140 By acknowledging her status as a perpetrator and taking
responsibility in prosecuting her, the Netherlands made sure that punishment
was not evaded and justice was given to the victims of this woman. This article
further stresses the importance of these developments and adds to the call of
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addressing the issue of female terrorists. The result of this study can also justify
more lenient sanctions, as they present a situation in which women are both
victims and perpetrators.

The second contribution of this article concerns policies that address the
reintegration of women who leave Al-Shabaab and go back to their former
communities. By shedding light on the process through which women become
integrated within the terrorist group, and highlighting the important contextual
aspects, women’s experiences and their contribution to the group can be better
understood. Furthermore, it can improve the currently still male-centered
policies on this issue.141 As previously mentioned, effective socialization will
have a strong and potentially lasting impact on one’s attitudes and behavior.142

It is important to recognize that these women change during their time in ter-
rorist organizations as their identity is redefined when they internalize the or-
ganization’s norms and values.143 This should be recognized by those working
on providing psychological support to women who leave Al-Shabaab and those
working on resocializing them to suit mainstream society when developing
suitable interventions. For example, women who after socialization internalize
a sense of inferiority to their male counterparts, an aspect prominent in Islamic
ideology, might benefit from empowerment programs that foster a sense of
self-agency.144 It is also important to consider the gender-specific needs of these
women and how terrorist organizations use these to bind women to their organ-
ization. The desire of women for economic independence, for example, implies
that job training might be essential for them to function within society.145

However, as this article also demonstrates, when considering the preceding
women should not be seen as solely victims to the situation but these interven-
tions should also take into account the agency women have when becoming
perpetrators.

Last of all, understanding how women are taught to function within Al-
Shabaab can prove useful for developing counter-terrorism policies. The finding
suggests that women, due to their distinct characteristics, are essential socializ-
ation actors and key facilitators of terrorist organizations. However, this also
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enables them to play an important role in counter-terrorism as mitigators of
violence. When developing counter-terrorism policies special attention should
be paid to gender-specific drivers of radicalization and terrorist recruitment
strategies. As the current article stresses the importance of recognizing that
gendered narratives and stereotypes often shape how terrorists radicalize, recruit
and mobilize new members.146
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