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Introduction 

This document summarizes the main findings and recommendations of “It Takes a Community 
to Raise a Child” National Child Protection Study, conducted by the Government of Ghana and 
UNICEF in 2013. The aims of the study are to:

• Inform the development of a new Child Protection Policy framework (comprising a Child 
and Family Welfare Policy and a Justice for Children Policy); 

• Gain a deep understanding of the scope and breadth of the protection concerns of girls 
and boys of different ages in different regions of the country;

• Contribute to a comprehensive understanding of what supports and what inhibits positive              
change; 

• Contribute to a ‘coalition of support’ for strengthening the child protection system in Ghana. 

The following provides an accessible guide to the research and can be used by families, 
communities, civil society and state actors to help inform their activities in providing a safe 
space in which Ghana’s children can flourish.

This summary can be read in conjunction with the new Child and Family Welfare Policy and 
the full length research study, both of which are available from the Ministry of Gender, Children 
and Social Protection / UNICEF Accra Office. 
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Section 1: Background and context
Background to the study
Ghana is undergoing a transformation in its child protection system. This honours both the 
child as an active agent in society in his or her own right, as well as Ghana’s strong cultural 
heritage of providing a safety net to vulnerable children through existing community structures 
and traditions.

In January 2013, the Government of Ghana established a multi-sectorial Child Protection 
Advisory Committee, which includes Ministries, Departments and Agencies (MDAs), 
Metropolitan, Municipal and District Assemblies (MMDAs), traditional authorities, academia, 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and media, to lead the process of child protection 
system strengthening and reform. 

As part of its technical and financial support to this process, UNICEF commissioned a national 
baseline study on child protection. 

Methodology
The research process took place over a one year period beginning in December 2012. 
Both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies were applied to give a nuanced 
understanding of child protection in relation to girls and boys of different ages, in different 
family and household contexts. 

Four key questions guided the design of the research:
1.  What puts children in harm’s way? 
2.  Which children need to be protected from harm, when and why? 
3.  Who are the different people who protect children from harm? 
4.  How do the different actors at the community and government levels relate to each other (or 

not) in effectively addressing child protection concerns?

A comprehensive study
• All ten regions of Ghana were included, as well as both urban and rural areas;

• 20 communities were involved in qualitative research (see below) including 134 focus group 
discussions with a total of 1,362 participants aged from 7 years upwards;

• 18 children were interviewed for case studies;

• Community and family interactions were observed involving guided walks, visits to different 
service providers and home visits for case studies;

• 237 interviews were conducted with relevant sector ministries at the regional and district 
levels, representatives of District Assemblies, health workers, teachers, police, community 
leaders, Community Child Protection Committee (CCPC) members and other members of 
the local community;

• 1,500 adults aged 18-65 and 1,500 children aged 14 to 17 responded to quantitative 
household questionnaires; 

• A series of regional consultation workshops were held with over 300 members of regional 
networks, groups or individuals working in the field of child protection;

• A desk review of key documents published in the last 10 years was undertaken.
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Figure 1: Communities selected for the qualitative research

Region District  Locality Name Type
Ashanti Atwima Mponua Akomfore Rural
Ashanti Kumasi Metropolitan Kaase Urban
Brong Ahafo Dorma East Adiembra Rural
Brong Ahafo Techiman Mamprusi Line Urban
Central Twifo Heman Lower Denkyira Baakondzidzi Rural
Central Komenda Edina Eguafo

Abirem Municipal
Elmina Urban

Eastern Kwahu North Amankwa-Tornu Rural
Eastern Lower Manya Krobo Agormanya Urban
Greater Accra Ada West Anyamam Rural
Greater Accra Ashaiman Municipal Ashaiman Urban
Northern Tolon Adunbiliyili Rural
Northern Nanumba North Masaka Urban
Upper East Builsa South Kanjarga & Fumbisi Rural
Upper East Bawku Municipal Gingande & Zongo Urban
Upper West Lambussie Karni Piina Rural
Upper West Wa Municipal Wa Nayiri Urban
Volta South Tongu Agave Afedome Rural
Volta Hohoe Municipal Gbi Bla Zongo Urban
Western Bia Camp 15 Rural
Western Wassa Amenfi East Bawdie Urban

The research covered sensitive issues including abuse, neglect and exploitation, hence ethical 
considerations were a key element of the design of the methodology and research tools. In 
addition to agreeing to ethical codes of conduct, researchers received training on how to 
respond in cases of suspected or reported violence against children. 

The Government of Ghana and UNICEF sincerely thank the girls, boys, women and men in 
all regions of the country who participated in the research and contributed their views and 
experiences.

The Ghanaian context
Ghana has a relatively comprehensive legal framework for child protection, guided by the 
Constitution and the Children’s Act 1998 and was the first country to adopt the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC). 

Ghana is also a signatory to various other international conventions that protect the rights of 
children and, within a sub-continental context, has been at the forefront of instituting legislation 
against violations such as child marriage and female genital mutilation/cutting  (FGM/C). In 
addition to various governmental agencies and departments promoting the rights of children, 
Ghana established a Ministry of Women and Children’s Affairs in 2001, renamed the Ministry 
of Gender, Children and Social Protection in 2013.  
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The strong role of family in Ghanaian culture
The family has a very important role in creating a loving, supportive and protective environment 
for children, both in terms of prevention and in relation to responding to child protection 
concerns. Parents are seen as the base unit of child protection across the country and the 
research revealed that around 80% of children live with at least one biological parent. Almost 
half live with both their mother and father. 

“We go to our parents for protection and for comfort. We feel most comfortable 
when we are with our parents at home or in church”

Girls from an urban community in the Ashanti Region

The idea that “it takes a community to raise a child” stems from the fact that in Ghana, the 
sense of belonging to family and clan is very strong and establishes rights and obligations for 
all members, including children. Girls and boys grow up in a closely connected extended family 
network with strong cultural traditions governing their birth, socialization and upbringing, and 
members of the wider extended family are often expected to participate in the upbringing of 
children. 

The role of different family members
The research revealed that mothers have the strongest role in child-rearing, followed by other 
female relatives, especially grandmothers and aunts. Where only one biological parent is 
present in child survey households, it is almost five times more likely to be the mother than the 
father. However, fathers have an active role in financial provision for children and supervising 
older children.

Aunts and uncles sometimes assist children and parents outside of the fostering system 
through the provision of financial and material support. Older siblings, particularly girls, play an 
important role in the raising of younger children and step-mothers often play a supportive role 
in the care of children in polygamous households.

Separation from biological parents
Twenty per cent of child survey 
respondents (figure 2) and 15% of 
children aged 0-17 living in the adult 
survey households are separated from 
both biological parents. The majority of 
reasons given for this relate to work and 
education.

Over 90% of children that do not currently 
live with a biological parent are living with 
extended family or people with whom they 
have kinship ties (Figure). About one and 
a half times more child respondents from 
urban compared to rural areas state they 
live with neither father nor mother. Only 
2% of all 1500 child survey respondents 
are not living with any family members 
whatsoever.

Figure 2
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A substantial proportion of survey respondents think children separated from parents might 
‘usually’ or ‘never’ be safe, even though this is a relatively common practice and the age at 
which children are separated can be very young (figure 4).

Figure 3
 

Figure 4

Weakening of the extended family network
Participants in the qualitative research describe a trend towards more individualistic, nuclear 
family systems and some attribute the harm that children suffer to this change. In the Volta 
Region, there are several cases of children in rural and urban areas who have been orphaned 
yet abandoned by relatives who were not prepared to foster them.
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“Due to the shift from the extended family system towards the nuclear family 
system, most orphaned children who would have been taken in by their uncles 
and other family members are gradually being displaced. Hence children do 
not have a caretaker, thus exposing these children to external dangers such as 
joining gangs and sexual abuse.” 

Adult male focus group respondent

Traditionally, the Ghanaian kinship network acts as a complete social welfare system, ensuring 
that resources are shared across the different levels of the family for the survival of all, 
strengthening kinship ties in the process. 

Though weakening, the extended family system remains an important child protection measure 
and a positive cultural norm, with great potential to make positive change for children.

How children are affected
Despite the important role of the family in child protection and the state machinery dedicated 
to the protection of children, the child protection system is generally oriented towards rescue 
and removal of children, as opposed to working with families to address problems in the home. 

Statistics from a variety of studies reveal that neglect, as well as physical, emotional and 
sexual abuse and exploitation are widespread problems. This is often exacerbated by gender-
based violence and discriminatory traditional practices such as child marriage.

Although most parents and caregivers are naturally inclined to protect children, awareness of 
children’s rights, development and protection is generally limited and the impact of violence, 
abuse, exploitation and neglect on children is often not recognized. 
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Serious types of violence, abuse and exploitation affect children all over the 
country:
• Child marriage: 6% of women are married before the age of 15 and 27% before the age of 18;
• Female genital mutilation/cutting: 4% of Ghanaian girls and women between the ages of 

15 and 49 years have undergone FGM/C. In the Upper West Region, 60% of women aged 45 
to 49, and 16% of girls aged between 15 and 19 years have undergone FGM/C;

• Rape & defilement: 25% of girls under the age of 15 and 16% of girls aged 15-19 had their 
first experience of sexual intercourse forced against their will. Levels of rape and defilement 
(when sexual intercourse takes place when one is younger than 16 and the other is older 
than 16) are  so high, Ghana is ranked with countries that have a recent history of violent 
conflict;

• Children in street situations: In the Greater Accra Region alone, over 61,000 children were 
identified as living or working on the streets in 2011, of whom 59% were girls;

• Child labour: 23% of children aged between 5 and 14 in Ghana are engaged in some form 
of economic activity;

• Child trafficking: Children in Ghana are trafficked for various exploitative practices including 
for labour in fishing, agriculture and street vending, domestic service, illegal mining, head 
portering (kayayee), ritual servitude/enslavement of girls (trokosi system), and commercial 
sexual exploitation of girls.

Why some children are more vulnerable
This study confirms what is well known by child protection actors: Harm is not experienced 
equally by all children in all circumstances. 

Factors which increase the vulnerability of children include age, gender, poverty, parental 
neglect, and children spending significant amounts of time alone or without parental supervision. 
Younger children are more at risk of physical harm in the form of corporal punishment compared 
to older adolescents. In general, girls are more vulnerable to harm than boys, particularly those 
who have reached the age of puberty. 

In addition, particular groups of children were identified as vulnerable in the research:

• Migrants and children of minority groups are marginalized and discriminated against. They are 
denied access to education and basic services which, coupled with the nomadic and pastoralist 
life styles of some groups, increases their vulnerability. 

• Children who have been trafficked are vulnerable to a wide range of abuses including violence 
and maltreatment.

• Those involved in harmful forms of child labour are at risk of work-related accidents and 
injuries, as well as a denial of education.

• Those who have resorted to crimes commonly experience punishment through physical 
violence and can be tried and incarcerated as adults.

• Children affected by family breakdown can be separated from the mother due to customary 
practices or be fostered after their divorced mothers have left the home. Children under the care 
of step-parents or foster parents, may have an inferior status to the biological children of the 
household. Single parents are women in the vast majority of cases and their children are more 
vulnerable because of the limited level of financial support women can give, coupled with the 
constraints on their time and attention due to their work demands. 
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“My daughter was 10 years old when my husband and I divorced and he took her away 
and sent her to live with someone where she really suffered. She walked to school 
barefoot; she had only one (pair of) underwear and even with that one she had to tie 
it before she could wear it. The woman wasn’t even giving her food so when someone 
came to tell me about the situation I went there to pick my daughter without her father’s 
consent. When I saw the situation my daughter was in, I wept. I brought her back here.

Divorced mother, rural, Western Region

• Children who have been orphaned and taken in by relatives are commonly less well cared for 
than biological children and are associated with neglect, lack of proper care and are sometimes 
subjected to sexual, physical and emotional abuse. They often have to find ways to provide for 
their own needs which makes them more likely to engage in child labour and consequently drop 
out of school. Institutional care also makes them vulnerable to abuse.

“In our community every adult used to be a parent, but not everybody accepts 
this anymore”.

Chief, Greater Accra Region

• Children fostered as a result of traditional systems of kinship care. While the objectives 
of the informal fostering tradition may to some extent be positive, or at least practical, evidence 
suggests that the system is open to abuse and can make children vulnerable to exploitation and 
harm.

“The ‘mpraba’ system is meant to strengthen the bonds between families. But most of 
the children are not given the necessary attention they need. They become like house 
workers. The fostered child is not allowed to attend school, or they absent themselves 
on a regular basis or usually go to school late without money or food. Such children 
are starved, insulted, and beaten with anything that the aunty can lay her hands on. As 
the tradition continues adults who were victims of the system also tend to transfer the 
maltreatment they received to the children of their brothers brought under their care.”

Community Development Officer, Northern Region, corroborated by the District 
Coordinating Director from the same site

• Children affected by HIV are vulnerable to a series of social, economic and personal hardships 
including those resulting from stigmatization and losing one or both parents.

• Children with disabilities are stigmatized and often hidden from view missing out on educational 
opportunities and the chance to integrate into society, or they may even be killed or abandoned 
at birth because they are perceived as ‘evil spirits’. Where they do attend school they encounter 
challenges ranging from a lack of special facilities to discrimination.

“Many [children with disabilities] are kept at home so that no one sees them. And those 
at the prayer camps are subjected to very inhumane treatment. They are chained up and 
treated harshly all in the name of trying to get rid of the spirit or curse that’s supposedly 
causing their problem. It all boils down to education.”

Head of Clinic in an urban site and respondents in a rural site, Western Region
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• Those who are victims/survivors of discriminatory social norms and harmful practices, 
which may stigmatize them (FGM/C), deprive them of an education and make them vulnerable to 
abuse (child marriage, ritual servitude). 

• Children living in areas of conflict relating for example to land, ethnicity and chieftaincy are 
vulnerable to violence, injury and death from conflicts.

“Whenever there is a clash and there is curfew, we go to school late but we 
close early and it makes our schooling difficult. We suffer a lot during that 
period. We fear going to school and some children just stop coming to school. 
Some of us even stop talking to each other and fight among ourselves too.”

Girls aged 13-17, urban, Northern Region

Girls are the most vulnerable 
Girls, especially adolescent girls, are the most vulnerable group overall. Indeed, the harm and 
abuses faced by girls were found to be one of the most significant child protection issues of all 
in this research. Various factors exacerbate a girl’s vulnerability including:

• The domestic labour demands on girls are higher while the priority given to their education is 
lower;

• They have access to far fewer mentors and role models than boys;
• They are more likely to have their education curtailed by pregnancy or child marriage;
• Girls’ vulnerability to sexual abuse increases significantly once they have gone through puberty, 

for example when they reject boys’ sexual propositions.  

• Cultural practices disproportionately expose girls to abuse including child marriage, sexual 
violence, denial of education and domestic servitude.
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• Girls in the survey areas are proportionally more likely than boys to be living away from both their 
biological parents and other kin ties.

“Some peculiar challenges faced by girls in the congregation compared to boys include 
lack of education and child labour (working as porters) among others. Parents tend 
to educate boys and leave girls to work and assist in supporting the family. In some 
instances the elders encourage and sensitize parents to educate both genders and 
stop child labour but mostly they ignore gender disparity within the congregation.”

Muslim religious leader, urban community, Central Region

Socio-cultural attitudes prevalent in most of the research sites give males a higher social 
status and more power than females. Views of how girls and women should behave, their role 
in upholding family honour and inequitable gender patterns are established from an early age.  

There are inherent gender inequities, at the core of which is inadequate female representation 
in leadership and governance, which translates into increased vulnerability of women and girls.  

Sexual abuse and exploitation of girls was reported in every region and a number of reports 
in the research sites indicate that sexual abuse of girls is a significant concern. However, girls 
are sometimes blamed for being sexually abused and it was reported that girls who become 
pregnant are beaten and sometimes rejected by their families who consider them to have 
brought disgrace upon the family.

“In some cases (a pregnant girl) is disowned altogether leaving her on the streets.” 

Focus group respondents, Central Region

It was also clear from qualitative research respondents that male solidarity frequently comes 
into play when girls’ and women’s rights are violated. This common gender bias is said to 
override the interests of the female victims/survivors and influence the actions of leaders or 
duty-bearers in favour of male perpetrators. 
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Section 2: The nature of violence, abuse         
and exploitation
Violence against children
Discipline is regarded as an important part of child-rearing and children are socialized to be 
submissive, even whilst being expected to take on the responsibilities of adults. This can make 
them vulnerable to harm and exploitation by adults as their well-being and rights are often 
disregarded. 

Children’s experience of violence is rarely segregated into distinct categories of ‘physical’, 
‘emotional’ or ‘sexual’ harm. All types of violence result in often significant and lasting emotional 
harm. 

Physical violence and abuse

Physical harm of children is mostly perpetrated under the guise of discipline, and corporal 
punishment even to abusive levels, is widely accepted as a means of ‘correcting’ children 
at home and at school. Only 10% of child respondents said they were never beaten when 
younger. 

Almost 37% of responses imply that ‘negative’ discipline techniques are the best ways to 
discipline children (such as hit them, punish them, tell them off, make them kneel down, deprive 
them of food). Almost 90% of responses from adults who physically punish children indicate 
that they do this by beating the child with an object such as a cane or stick, or by slapping them 
with an open hand. Children reported cane marks, bruises, swellings and bodily pains after 
experiencing corporal punishment.

Some forms of punishment constitute gross human rights violations
Although relatively small in number, some alarmingly violent and abusive practices were 
cited when asked what was the worst way to discipline children. These were mentioned by 
significantly more children than adults. 

These included burning (60 child responses); cutting child with sharp objects/threaten with 
a knife (39 child responses and 35 adult responses); child labour (21 child responses); 
throwing things at them (20 child responses and 12 adult responses); kill or poison the child 
(15 child responses). 

In the Upper West Region, children in focus group discussion reported they had been 
brutally beaten by parents and care-givers, denied food for up to 24 hours and had pepper 
and ginger inserted into their private parts, all in the name of discipline. These incidents 
were, however, very rare. 

While there are regional differences in levels of physical harm (Figure 5), there were no clear 
differences between urban and rural settings or based on household income or respondents’ 
education level or religion.



12

Child Protection Baseline Research Summary Report

Figure 5

Female family members – especially mothers - are the main perpetrators of physical punishment 
at home compared to male family members. It may be because they more actively engaged in 
child-rearing than men, and where only one biological parent is present this is much more likely 
to be the mother than the father.

Younger children are most vulnerable

While children aged 6-14 are subjected to corporal punishment more than other age groups, 
one third of child survey respondents state that even very young children under the age of 5 
are hit ‘sometimes’ or ‘all the time’ (Figure 6). Girls aged 7-10 in both the rural and urban sites 
in the Northern Region speak about constant beatings at home which leave bruises and cuts 
on their bodies.

Figure 6
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More children than adults consider corporal punishment as harmful to children. Over 80% of 
relevant child survey responses indicate negative reactions to experiencing physical harm in 
the past month, such as feeling sad, angry, scared, helpless, pain and ‘I didn’t deserve it’. This 
suggests they are not learning anything from it but are merely being negatively conditioned by it.

Physical harm at school
The Ghana Education Code of Discipline for second cycle schools provides for corporal 
punishment but only in very rare cases. The National Child-Friendly School Standards 
document drafted by the Ghana Education Service (GES), states that schools should be free 
from any form of abuse, including corporal punishment.

However, the research revealed that corporal punishment, especially caning, is widespread 
and unsupervised in schools and is carried out to sometimes excessive levels, inflicting serious 
physical and psychological damage on children. 

Almost three quarters (74%) of child survey responses when asked the repercussions for 
doing something wrong at school cited physical harm by a teacher or someone else, physical 
work, humiliation, shouting and suspension or exclusion from class (Figure 7). Only one in 
five children experienced ‘positive’ responses such as encouraging children to learn from their 
mistakes by explaining what the child did wrong and getting them to do it again. 

Figure 7

According to focus groups, children are often caned for reasons over which they may have little 
or no control such as lateness, absenteeism or being tired in class, or not understanding what 
is being taught or making mistakes.
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“After working in the market] we get to school tired and late and end up dozing in 
class, for which we are beaten. We feel embarrassed about being called out for 
dozing and asked to repeat what was said; this discourages us to go to school.” 

Boys and girls aged 7-10 and 13-17, urban, Brong Ahafo Region

As with children’s experiences at home, the majority of children’s reactions to corporal 
punishment at school are negative. This finding that corporal punishment is counter-productive 
to learning is supported by other research findings, including the fact that it makes children 
more likely to be absent from school.

Emotional violence, abuse and neglect 
Many children in the research said that they dread verbal, emotional and psychological harm 
more than physical violence. 

Children’s reactions to verbal abuse are overwhelmingly negative (according to 87% of children 
who experienced it in the past month) and compared to the cane “disturbs their mood for longer 
hours” (comment from Greater Accra Region focus group). Excessive insults cause emotional 
and psychological problems in children, making them passive, reserved and withdrawn, 
reducing their confidence and self-esteem. 

One third of child and adult survey respondents indicate that verbal humiliation took place at 
home within the past month (Figure 8), more than twice the rate compared to verbal humiliation 
by teachers at school. According to the 2011 Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) nearly 9 
out of 10 children (89%) had experienced some form of psychological aggression. 

Groups who are particularly vulnerable are children in foster care, girls who have been sexually 
abused and children with disabilities. 

Figure 8
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Neglect
Neglect and lack of parental supervision, often linked to poverty, is cited as a cause of harm to 
children in all regions of the country, often linked to children being exposed to unsafe objects, 
activities or places.
The types of activities cited include many child labour activities (see section below) or preparing 
food and cooking in the home. Examples were also given of children being asked to run 
errands to bars or gambling dens, and attending funerals unsupervised, where boys and girls 
are exposed to alcohol and girls in particular are at risk from the unwanted sexual attentions 
of older men. 

“The dam in our community is far away and sometimes we have to travel 
this long distance to fetch water and one can easily fall into the water. 
Once I went to the dam to fetch water and I fell inside but I was lucky that 
it was not deep at that point and I was able to come out.”

Boys aged 13-17, rural, Northern Region

Positive reactions
Fifty eight per cent of responses identified positive discipline techniques as the best ways 
to discipline children in general, and nearly 90% of child responses revealed that parents or 
guardians usually react positively when children do something right at home. This includes 
praising them verbally, giving them a reward, being proud of them or telling others, or giving 
them physical affection like a hug, kiss or pat. Similarly, when children do something right at 
school, positive reactions from teachers account for 85% of all children’s responses.

The high prevalence of positive feedback to children in certain cases indicates the potential of 
positive discipline techniques in place of physical punishment.

Sexual abuse and exploitation 
The household survey explored the extent of inappropriate touching, and the perceived 
extent of six different forms of sexual abuse and exploitation (ranked by level of concern to 
respondents).                        Figure 9



16

Child Protection Baseline Research Summary Report

Inappropriate touching 

Nearly 6% of child and adult survey responses indicate incidents of ‘inappropriate touching’ 
(i.e. being touched in a way that made the child feel uncomfortable) in the past month: 11% of 
girls report inappropriate touching of themselves in the past month compared to 6% of boys. 
It should be remembered that questions around sexual issues are always subject to under-
reporting, and this statistic refers only to incidents in the past month. 

Proportionally more children than adults report incidents, involving both themselves and other 
children in the household. Adults may therefore be less aware of what is happening to children 
in their households, adult respondents might themselves be perpetrators, and children may not 
disclose such incidents to adult caregivers. 

Inappropriate touching by adults in the community, at home or at school (60% of incidences) 
far outweighs that by other children (37% of incidences). 

The inability of families to provide for their children is said to be directly related to cases of 
sexual abuse and defilement, especially girls. 

“Sexual abuse of both boys and girls is common on illegal mining (galamsey) sites 
in this area, exposing them to sexually transmitted infections and other sicknesses.” 

Domestic Violence and Victim Support Unit (DOVVSU) District Coordinator, 
rural, Central Region

Sexual abuse is most commonly perpetrated by people that are closely associated with the 
victim/survivor and happens more frequently in the victim’s/survivor’s home and neighbourhood 
than in any other place. There were accounts of fathers, step-fathers, uncles and co-tenants 
being responsible for sexual abuse of girls at home, although reports of biological fathers 
sexually abusing their children were very rare.
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Transactional sex

Transactional sex (children having sex in exchange for food, shelter, clothes and other items) 
was said to ‘happen all the time’ or ‘sometimes happen’ in the community by 55%, of adult and 
child survey respondents.  

A higher percentage of child respondents from urban settings report transactional sex as 
happening ‘all the time’ (30%) compared to child respondents from rural settings (22%). The 
same trend can be seen from among adult respondents.

A number of participants in focus groups and key informant interviews held two opposing views 
of transactional sex, suggesting that young girls:
•  Voluntarily sleep with older men in order to get money or other basic necessities
•  Are lured or exploited by older men who offer them the items they need. 

Children watching pornographic images

A relatively large percentage of adult and child survey respondents (50%) state that children 
watch pornographic images ‘all the time’ or ‘sometimes’ in their community. This particularly 
applies to boys.

Focus group respondents associated watching violent and pornographic films by children with 
games centres (commercial venues for accessing video games). It was repeated over and 
again that as a result of the unregulated presence of games centres, children are becoming 
gaming addicts, losing interest in their studies, playing truant from school, learning to gamble, 
stealing money for both gaming and gambling and getting involved in fights - mostly due to 
disagreements whilst gambling. 

“Modernity has exposed the children to a lot of dangers. Children watching 
pornographic materials and violent films, especially on televisions and 
phones, makes them blatantly copy such behaviours and end up not 
respecting adults who then leave them to their fate.”

Chief Imam, urban, Northern Region

Commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC)

Just over 18% of adult and child survey respondents state that CSEC (children being forced 
by someone to have sex with someone else so that the ‘first’ person can take the money the 
child earns, referred to locally as ‘prostitution’) happens ‘all the time’ or ‘sometimes’ in their 
community (proportionally more girls). The majority (62%) state this ‘never happens’. 

It was mainly in urban communities of the Central and Greater Accra Regions that CSEC is 
reported. The District Social Welfare Officer (DSWO), Greater Accra Region, told researchers 
that even the Municipal Assembly shies away from the issue with the excuse that it is ‘beyond 
them’ and they are not well enough resourced to tackle it. 

In the urban site in the Central Region, a popular tourist resort, the research team heard 
several accounts from adult focus group participants of CSEC in the town, including claims that 
children as young as six are involved. 

The provision of sex by young girls in exchange for money at informal mining sites is also 
highlighted by some respondents. In a similar vein, some girls working as head porters 
(‘kayayee’) in the large city markets are reported to supplement their income through CSEC.
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Children being trafficked for sexual exploitation

Just over 18% of respondents state that children being trafficked into the sex trade (children 
being tricked into leaving home, thinking they will get a good job or education, but instead being 
forced to have sex for money) happens ‘all the time’ or ‘sometimes’ in their community. The 
majority (60%) state this ‘never happens’. 

Online sexual abuse and exploitation

Just over 15% of respondents state that online sexual abuse and exploitation (children being 
tricked on the Internet into doing something sexual, or doing something sexual through the 
Internet that they might later regret) happens ‘all the time’ or ‘sometimes’ in their community. 
The majority (63%) state this ‘never happens’. 

This received the highest percentage of ‘don’t know’ responses of any of the six situations which 
might reflect a general unfamiliarity with the Internet and/or online abuse and exploitation. 

Sexual abuse and exploitation of children through images

Only 14% of respondents state that sexual abuse and exploitation of children through images 
(children being made to take part in sexual photos or videos) happens ‘all the time’ or ‘sometimes’ 
in their community. 

Proportionally more children than adults state this happens ‘all the time’, ‘sometimes’ or ‘rarely’ 
whereas more adults than children state this ‘never happens’ or ‘don’t know’. This might indicate 
that children are more aware of these risks than adults. 

Sexual abuse by teachers

There were reports in seven of the ten regions that indicate sexual abuse of children by teachers 
at school, and in some cases of teachers impregnating female students. 

In the Upper West Region, it was highlighted that in most schools in the communities, school 
teachers usually instruct girls to fetch water for them, cook their food, wash their clothes and 
sweep their rooms. Respondents said that these kinds of errands often result in the girls being 
defiled by teachers and they gave examples of girls who became pregnant as a result. 

It was reported by men aged 25-40 in the Western Region rural site that girls’ risk of being 
sexually abused by teachers is increased during exam periods when candidates have to travel 
to a nearby community where the examination centre is located and stay there for the 5-day 
duration of their exams. 

“Some of the teachers come to pick girls, sleep with them and then take 
them back. There is nothing that the parents can do because they are not 
there with them at that point.” 

Men aged 25-40, rural, Western Region

Discriminatory social norms and harmful practices
Child marriage
Child marriage is illegal in Ghana - the 1992 Constitution and Children’s Act states the legal 
age for marriage at 18 for both girls and boys. However, according to MICS (2011):
• Six per cent of women aged 15-49 years are married before the age of 15, and 27% before the 

age of 18;
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• In contrast, for men aged 15-59 years, only 1% were married before age 15, and 5% before age 18;
• Marriages before age 15 are higher in rural areas (8%) than in urban areas (4%).

Over half of  survey respondents think that at least some children in their respective communities 
get married under the ages of 18 (Figure 10). Of these respondents, 51% think that at least 
some of these children get married under the age of 15 - more adults were of this opinion than 
children.

Figure 10

 

Attitudes towards child marriage
Twenty two per cent of all adult and child survey respondents think it is acceptable for boys 
under 18 to get married compared to 31% who think it is acceptable for girls under 18 to get 
married. Furthermore, 9% of all respondents think it is acceptable for boys aged 15 and under 
to get married and 14% think the same for girls.

Proportionally more children than adults think that it is acceptable for both boys and girls under 
18 to get married. 

 What motivates child marriage?

Child and adult survey respondents identified poverty and economic reasons as the major 
causes of child marriage under the age of 15, accounting for 39% of responses. These 
responses included factors such as meeting the basic needs of the individuals and their 
respective households, and that unmarried girls are a financial burden on households.

Lack of education, awareness and parental care represent 20% of all responses. Cultural and 
religious reasons account for 18% of all responses.  

Reasons relating to pregnancy and sexual activity account for 15% of responses, for example: 
to avoid shame (for girl or family) after getting pregnant; so that girls have a male protector / 
are protected from sexual abuse. 
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“Girls between the ages of 13 and 17 are given for marriage when they become 
pregnant or when their parents, especially fathers, realize that they are in 
sexual relationships with boys. If marriage does not take place, a pregnant girl 
will still be sent to the family home of the man responsible for the pregnancy.” 

Midwife, urban, Brong Ahafo Region

The role of child marriage in protecting girls from fatherless pregnancies was mentioned mostly 
by men. In some areas focus group respondents continued this theme of child marriage as a child 
protection measure, for example in the Ashanti, Brong Ahafo and the three northern regions. 

“I gave my daughter into marriage at the age of 13 to prevent her from sleeping around 
with irresponsible men. It is also to get others (the future husband) to contribute in 
bringing up the child into a good woman. Some of the young girls don’t have interest 
in education, so in order to stop them from engaging in reckless lifestyles, it is better 
to marry them off to men and be assured that they are in safe hands.” 

Man over 50, rural Upper East Region

Most often the marrying of girls who become pregnant is reported to happen in the north 
and the girl can only return home if she leaves the child behind with the husband’s family. 
Similarly, in the Ashanti Region, discussions with religious leaders and elders in the research 
communities indicates that in cases of teenage pregnancy, churches encourage the parties to 
come together to agree to marry the pregnant girl so that the conceived child can be cared for. 

However, the affected parties are often kept out of the negotiations and in some instances 
parents have received money and other inducements from the boy’s family and gone ahead 
to arrange the marriage without consulting the girl. Police respondents and a magistrate in the 
Ashanti Region observed that the foundations of such marriages are weak and break within a 
few years, creating problems regarding child care and maintenance. The magistrate reported 
that many cases of child maintenance and custody have come to his court because marriages 
are not properly contracted. 

Female genital mutilation/cutting
Ghana has been praised for its reduction in the prevalence of FGM/C among girls aged 15 to 
19 years – it is now around 2%, one quarter of what it was 30 years ago. At the current rate of 
progress, the practice will be virtually eliminated before 2030. 

All forms of FGM/C are illegal in Ghana under the Criminal Code Amendment Act of 2003, and 
according to this research, only 4% of child and adult survey respondents state that FGM/C 
occurs in their communities. 

Regional differences

Despite Ghana’s overall success at eradicating FGM/C, there are strong regional differences. 

Upper West and Upper East Regions: There are much higher prevalence rates in the Upper 
West and Upper East Regions specifically (41% and 28% of women respectively according to 
2011 MICS data). 

Figure 11 shows the regional breakdown of responses from the household survey and it is 
clear that the majority of respondents who report that it happens ‘all the time’ or ‘sometimes’ 
are from the Upper West Region, although interestingly none are from the Upper East Region.                  
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It is important to note, however, that the actual numbers of respondents here are very low: 23 
respondents in the Upper West and only one respondent in the Eastern Region.

Although it was not reported in the Upper East Region via the household survey, the urban 
Community Development Officer there identified FGM/C as being amongst the most common 
cases involving children reported to his office. He mentioned research conducted in 2012 
which revealed that 50% of girls under the age of 15 have been subjected to FGM/C in the 
Bawku municipality. 

“Though FGM is not allowed, some people still hide and do it and many girls are 
still suffering from it and because they are not reported nobody hears of them and 
action is not taken. Even in the one case that may be reported they will take it to the 
police and they will not do anything.” 

Member of Child Protection Network, Upper West Region

Eastern Region: MICS also reported FGM/C as being practiced by migrants from other 
West African countries and is thus encountered in the ‘zongos’ of large towns - ‘ghetto’ style 
settlements which are common in Ghana’s cities, where many residents originate from the 
north and are migrants from other countries including Burkina Faso, Niger and Mali.

In the current research, a DOVVSU representative says that this practice still occurs in the 
Eastern Region among certain Zongo communities. 

“There are Islamic migrant communities in all eleven traditional areas of the Eastern 
Region. Members of these communities, commonly known as ‘zongos,’ have lived 
in the region for years and in some cases, for generations, but still practice their 
own rituals and traditions.

Chief from the Eastern Region

Brong Ahafo: In the urban community in Brong Ahafo, women (aged 25-50 and 50+) 
explained that because of the advent of Islam and Christianity, FGM/C does not occur at all 
in the community. However, due to the presence of different ethnic groups, some community 
residents take their daughters to their hometowns to have the procedure performed. 
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Figure 11

“The doctor who examines defiled girl children reported that many are circumcised. 
He didn’t understand why we didn’t want to follow up. If we prosecute the parents is 
it in the best interests of the child? There is no home to take care of children if you 
imprison their parents. We are given discretionary powers, which we use. Instead of 
condemning FGM/C, we need to do a lot of education on it. As soon as you condemn it, 
people go underground with it. The most important thing is to help the victims. Victims 
are stigmatized, even in hospital. We need to offer a support system to the victims.”

A DOVVSU investigator on the complexities of handling FGM/C cases

Secrecy and changing attitudes
FGM/C is difficult to research accurately due to the secrecy surrounding it, not least because 
it is against the law. 
A longitudinal study in Ghana (Jackson, E. F., et al 2003) showed that a substantial number 
of adolescent girls who initially reported having undergone FGM/C later denied being cut. The 
authors concluded that denial of having undergone the procedure is influenced by exposure to 
anti-FGM/C interventions and by the passage of the law banning FGM/C. 

It is therefore important to consider this context in Ghana when interpreting the findings from 
the current research. 

“It is known to be illegal so it is carried out when girls are as young as one month old. 
People who do this do not send their female children to the hospital when they are 
sick for fear of the mutilation being detected. Thus the procedure is doubly harmful to 
the child because it means that she is denied medical attention when she needs it.”  

DOVVSU representative, Eastern Region



23

Child Protection Baseline Research Summary Report

Speaking out 
The household survey revealed that only 26% of child and adult survey respondents have 
heard someone speak out against FGM/C in the past year. However, given the very low stated 
prevalence of FGM/C in the communities surveyed, this would appear to be a relatively high 
percentage of respondents. 

Of the anti-FGM/C messages that were heard, the largest proportion came from ‘government 
leaders’ and ‘TV or radio’ (together accounting for 38%). 

Religious and traditional leaders together make up only 13% of these responses from relevant 
child and adult respondents regarding who they heard speak about FGM/C. Only children heard 
messages from education representatives, presumably in school. Proportionally more children 
than adults state they heard messages in the community, although boys are the least likely to 
have heard messages.

Child labour and child trafficking 
Child labour in general 
Findings from the present study suggest that involvement of children in labour continues to 
be high in all regions. It is highlighted as a concern by children and adults in all regions, in 
particular child labour outside the home which was mentioned as a form of ‘harm’ for children 
approximately six times more frequently than household work.  

Children are exposed to a large number of hazards, especially accidents and injuries but also 
hunger, exhaustion, neglect, illness, and verbal and physical abuse by caregivers and employers. 

Child labour also disrupts education in numerous ways. Reports from the Brong Ahafo and 
Eastern Regions highlight that children wake up at dawn to start work, and as a result arrive at 
school exhausted and sometimes late. Caning and other punishments meted out by teachers 
in reaction to tardiness, irregular attendance and dozing in class caused by child labour lead 
to truancy from school. Eventually the children fall behind, lose interest and drop out of school. 
The lure of earning their own money is another common reason why children’s education is 
disrupted by child labour.

“From Wednesdays to Fridays the majority of children are absent from 
school because they are working.” 

Assistant Head Teacher, urban, Brong Ahafo Region

Child labour was also identified in some children’s focus groups as an important strategy for 
protecting themselves from harm i.e. allowing them independence and enabling them to buy 
food, medicines and school items.

Labour exploitation by extended family
Child migration for labour occurs in five of the country’s ten regions and children in the three 
northern regions are more vulnerable to migration during the dry season (i.e. July to September) 
when families are unable to adequately feed their children.
Children sent to live with members of their extended families are often exploited by being 
forced into economic activity. In relation to domestic work, there are accounts from all regions 
of children suffering at the hands of foster carers in different ways such as through excessive 
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work, lack of food and clothing, being subjected to corporal punishment and verbal abuse and, 
in some cases, sexual abuse.

“I used to stay with my uncle and his wife. My uncle used to come to my room and 
sleep with me every evening when his wife was not around. I kept everything to myself 
till one day when I just couldn’t take it anymore. He came to my room to have sex 
with me as usual because he thought the wife was not at home. This time, I gathered 
courage and started screaming on top of my voice, with all my strength and my Auntie 
came and saw everything for herself. My uncle couldn’t say anything; he was only 
standing there ashamed. The next day, my auntie brought me back to my mother. We 
never spoke about that issue again because it brings back painful memories.”

Girl, Western Region

Worst forms of child labour

Various types of work encountered in this study are classified by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) as the ‘worst forms of child labour’. These include fishing, mining, porterage 
of heavy loads, and child domestic servitude.

From children’s own perspectives of which types of work are ‘harmful’ to children, children in 
the focus group discussions highlighted the following: 
• Girls quoted selling in the market and on the streets, fetching firewood in rural areas, 

excessive household chores, fishing, working on farms and running errands. 
• Boys also cited fishing, working on farms and running errands as putting children in harm’s 

way along with hunting, cattle herding, fetching water, street hawking, engaging in galamsey 
(illegal small scale mining) and working on cocoa farms. 

Whilst there is some overlap between the ILO and the children’s lists, the children also identify 
tasks such as ‘running errands’ which may be considered by adults as acceptable but which, 
according to some children, puts them in harm’s way.

Adolescents aged 12-17

Although the vulnerability that comes with reaching puberty affects girls more in relation to sexual 
abuse, pubescent boys are also susceptible to harm in terms of the types of economic activities 
that they engage in. 

At Elmina, in the Central Region for instance, boys of this age become strong enough to 
work and are thus able to engage in child labour. Some of these boys consequently drop out 
of school and those who get involved in fishing risk drowning. Similarly, in Bawdie, Western 
Region, adolescent boys start getting involved in galamsey activities and are exposed to 
respiratory tract infections, mercury poisoning and fatalities through accidents. 

Occupational hazards 

The research reveals that the most frequent form of harm mentioned by a total of 114 focus 
group discussions in relation to child labour was ‘accidents or injuries’ which received 24% 
of total mentions. Work-related accidents and injuries result from snake and scorpion bites in 
and around the farm, carrying excessive loads, working without protective clothing and/or with 
dangerous implements like cutlasses and knives. The latter was particularly evident in all rural 
research sites. 

Children engaged in street hawking and petty trading report being vulnerable to road accidents 
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and sexual abuse. Some accounts highlight the dangers of fishing, evident in the Eastern, 
Greater Accra, Volta and Western Regions.

“From as early as 10 years old, boys begin to fish for oysters which they sell to fend for 
themselves. We have to dive deep into the river to get the oysters and we are afraid of 
drowning, because there have been incidents of children having drowned in the river.” 

Boys aged 13-17, Volta Region

In the Western, Upper East and Ashanti Regions the high level of galamsey exposes many 
children to a wide range of dangers. 

In addition to accidents and injury, the research indicates a range of other harsh conditions and 
abuse that accompany child labour, including hunger, exhaustion, neglect, illness, and verbal 
and physical abuse by caregivers and employers. 

Child labour in Ghana 
Cocoa, oil palm, cotton and vegetable farms: In rural sites of Ashanti and Brong Ahafo 
children were observed by researchers to be working on these farms particularly on the 
weekends and holidays

Cattle herding: Boys’ involvement in cattle herding is highlighted in focus group discussions 
in the Northern, Upper East, Upper West and Greater Accra Regions.

Fishing: Commercial and domestic fishing activities are noted by respondents in the 
Eastern, Greater Accra, Volta and Western Region, also performed by boys.

Abattoirs, saw mills, stone quarries, shallow mines, building sites, marketplaces, 
rivers and lakes: Research revealed children to be working in these diverse places. All 
involve a high level of physical work with children carrying rocks, bricks, concrete, water, 
sawdust and timber.

Street hawking: Common in every region in both rural and urban settings, with both boys 
and girls in all urban research communities engaged in this type of work. It includes both in- 
and out-of-school children, with many school children found to be hawking before, during 
and after school hours. 

Begging: In the Northern and Upper East Regions, street work also includes begging. 
For instance, in the Upper East Region, boys taken to Mallams to be trained in Islamic 
teachings are sometimes used as beggars or ‘Almazeeri’. In the Northern Region children 
with disabilities are sometimes made to go begging in the community.

Paid child domestic work: This was reported in the Greater Accra, Western and Upper 
East Regions. Such children, especially girls, report sexual abuse by men in the households 
in which they work. 

Exploitation of school children by teachers for labour purposes: This is reported in a 
number of regions, sometimes under the guise of punishment. In the rural community in the 
Brong Ahafo Region, schoolgirls aged 10-15 carry pans of water, firewood and foodstuffs to 
school in order to prepare food for teachers in the morning. The girls arrive at school before 
the cook in charge of preparing the meals for the school had arrived. Girls miss lessons to 
work for the teachers and it is a clear example of gender discrimination.
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Trafficking for child labour and sexual exploitation
Over 29% of child and adult survey respondents indicate that trafficking for child labour happens 
‘all the time’ or ‘sometimes’ and this was ranked third in terms of which situation respondents 
are most concerned about, after transactional sex and children watching pornographic images.  

Respondents mentioned that children are trafficked mostly into labour in the fishing industry, 
farming and domestic work. 

Trafficking for child labour was encountered in five regions during the research, namely Volta, 
Eastern, Greater Accra, Western and Upper East. In the first three, it is mainly mentioned in 
connection with children working in the fishing industry (mostly boys, through girls are involved 
in smoking and selling fish). Most of this fishing goes on in the Volta Lake but some children 
are sent further afield.

“Children are sent to people in Akosombo, and Togo to fish sometimes during 
the year. The parents of the children are given an amount of money for their 
children’s service, depending on the child’s age. “

Women aged 25-40, rural, Greater Accra Region

In the Western and Upper East regions, trafficking of boys and girls was spoken of in relation 
to farming and working in local restaurants or ‘chop bars’ (informal fast food establishments). 

According to anecdotal information, money earned through child labour is often taken by adults, 
including trafficking agents, and in some circumstances their parents. Trafficked children often 
receive nothing more than their food and board and those tend to be of a poor standard.  

A corruption of traditional values

In the rural district of Greater Accra, child trafficking is a serious concern in the area. Various 
respondents indicated that trafficking is condoned by parents as a response to poverty, some 
seeing it as an old practice of establishing friendship with other families or traditional fostering 
of children. 

However, this has been corrupted from generation to generation, in a similar way to the abuse 
of child labour by the extended family discussed above. In the rural research community of the 
Greater Accra Region, parents take what they term ‘alabas’ (a financial advance) in exchange 
for the child, usually a boy, who goes and works for his new guardian for two years or more in 
exchange for an agreed amount paid by the guardian to the parents. 

In the Upper East Region, girls between the ages of 7 and 18 were said by some respondents 
to be the most trafficked children in the rural district. These girls are mostly promised good 
lives in the big cities but when they are taken there they end up as domestic servants and do 
not attend school. 

“Parents ‘loan’ their children to so-called ‘relatives’ (friends with no blood ties who 
are sometimes termed as relatives) who take them to Yeji (a town on the shores of 
Lake Volta). Most of these children do not come back. Every week there is a bus 
load of children who go from Tongu (rural area) to Yeji.” 

Social Welfare Director, Volta Region
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Harm to children

Trafficking deprives child victims/survivors of a wide range of rights, including the right to 
education, to healthcare, as well as the right to freedom from violence and to not be subjected 
to torture, or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.

The harmful effects of trafficking on children include low self-esteem, depression and anxiety. 
Trafficking such as for sexual exploitation includes effects such as self-harm and post-traumatic 
stress disorder. 

Researchers heard accounts of some trafficked children working throughout the day, with 
little or insufficient break periods, even when ill. Some children reported being mistreated by 
mistresses or masters whose justification is usually that their services have been pre-paid and 
so they are entitled to treat the children as they please. 

The majority of survey respondents are aware of the risks relating to cross-border trafficking, 
although in-country trafficking appears to be more common. 

In relation to trafficking situations where the purpose is ambiguous (i.e. it could either be for 
sexual purposes or for child labour), over 87% of adult and child survey respondents stated 
that teenage girls are ‘usually not safe or never safe’ if sent across the border with potential 
traffickers (such as a friend of a friend). 

However, it is of concern that there are nonetheless 108 children and 66 adults who think this 
situation poses no risk. A further 98 children and 87 adults think it ‘depends on the case’. Taken 
together these account for 12% of all respondents. Proportionally more children than adults, 
and more boys than girls think this situation is safe.

Children and the justice system 
The household survey found that more children than adults state that children in their community 
sometimes commit crimes (defined as ‘getting into trouble’): 54% of children compared to 34% 
of adults (Figure 12). 

Figure 12
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A higher percentage of both child and adult respondents in urban compared to rural areas 
report crimes committed by children (defined as “getting into trouble”) in their communities:  

•  Urban: 58% / 41%  of child / adult respondents respectively

•  Rural: 47% / 28% of child / adult respondents respectively.

Stealing and damaging property are the most common types of crimes identified, accounting 
for 36% of child and approximately 65% of adult responses. These offences are much more 
common than inter-personal offences like violence, which is consistent with global trends. 

The most common reasons given why girls and boys commit crimes or do things which are 
socially unacceptable are bad upbringing (41% of responses), bad influences (27%) and 
economic reasons (21%). Theft in particular is often linked to poverty and is also a common 
feature of adolescent risk-taking behaviour.

The qualitative researchers heard accounts of some children being exposed to crime from an 
early age in ‘zongo’ communities where there tend to be high levels of poverty, social tension 
and crime.

“Some children in ghetto communities, from as early as 6 years, are exposed to 
and become involved in alcohol and drug addiction, extreme forms of violence, 
prostitution, theft, armed robbery, and other serious criminal activities.” 

Boys aged 13-17, urban, Central Region

Elsewhere, for example in the Eastern and Greater Accra regions, there were reports of children 
being involved with criminals and in gangs, engaged in activities such as pickpocketing. 

“Children neglected by their parents and caregivers became involved in criminal 
activities such as stealing and gang fighting. Some develop links with professional 
criminals and are trained by them as pickpockets, stealing money and mobile 
phones. Children in the area carry blades and knives popularly known as ‘okapi’, 
for protection.” 

Social workers, urban, Greater Accra Region
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Figure 13
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The gendered nature of children and justice
Juvenile justice is highly gendered, with many more boys coming into conflict with the law 
than girls, particularly in relation to serious offences. These include stealing something worth 
more than 100 cedis (around US $26), seriously damaging property, violence where someone 
needed medical attention, threatening someone with a weapon, selling drugs, sexual assault, 
rape or murder:

• Boys: A mean average of 4.3 serious / 5.3 minor crimes was reported by each relevant adult 
respondent as having taken place in their community in the past year (equating to 2,215 
serious crimes by boys in the last year);

• Girls:  A mean average of 0.5 serious / 1.3 minor crimes was reported in the same way 
(equating to 247 serious crimes by girls in the last year).

Either boys are much more likely to commit serious crimes than girls, or adult respondents 
assume this to be the case, whether it is true or not in practice. 

Criminalization of girls for sex-related offences
Child respondents consider ‘girls getting pregnant’ as a crime, reflecting the strength of societal 
taboo around this issue. The phrase ‘girls getting pregnant’ rather than ‘boys getting girls 
pregnant’ implies that girls are the ‘offenders’.

As with the child survey responses, there is gendered dimension to the way adults understand 
these issues. In the perception of serious cases, adult respondents criminalize girls for 
prostitution, pregnancy, abortion, ‘conspiring with boys’ and ‘sleeping with married men’ 
(accounting for 17% of responses in total). In contrast, only 0.2% of responses criminalize boys 
for the same activities (prostitution). 

Again, the phrasing of responses places the onus of responsibility onto girls – for example ‘[girls] 
conspiring with boys’ and ‘[girls] sleeping with married men’ - rather than the other way round.  

Responding to offences and crimes committed by children
Responses to offences and crimes committed by children vary significantly, depending on 
whether the case is serious or minor and whether it was committed by a boy or a girl:

• ‘Formal’ responses are much more common in relation to serious offences for both boys 
and girls, however, there are many obstacles to dealing with juvenile cases in the formal 
system. As a result, in almost every region police are said to inflate the child’s age so they 
can be treated in the same way as adult offenders. However, the result is children receive 
longer sentences and harsher treatment. This situation is exacerbated by the lack of birth 
registration of many children as their true ages cannot readily be determined. 

• Given the limitations of the formal system, most communities try to solve cases without 
them reaching the courts. However, ‘informal’ processes may be unregulated and not 
applying human and child rights standards and principles. Physical violence by community 
members or unofficially by police is common. 

• There is a sexual element to a few of the punishments for girls. 

Compared to actual responses in practice, survey respondents would prefer for children 
committing both serious and minor crimes to be dealt with more through ‘non-formal’ and 
traditional procedures than through the ‘formal’ justice system, and more through child-specific 
rather than through adult-specific procedures. 
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Section 3: How we can protect our children from 
violence, abuse and exploitation
The role of different actors
As we re-think an appropriate system for children and families, positive community structures 
can support the improvement of our beliefs, practices and outcomes for the welfare of children, 
families and communities.

Parents and family
Positive child rearing is considered by children to be the most important way to make children 
feel safe. The family has a very important role in creating loving, supportive and protective 
environment for prevention and in relation to responding to child protection concerns. 
However, it is of concern that some children mention very serious crimes being dealt with by 
the family or community rather than by the police, for example sexual abuse, rape, serious 
violence and murder. 

There are some differences in perception on the part of children and adults as to what 
constitutes the most important aspects of parenting and how adults show children love and 
care in households:

• The provision of children’s practical needs (send them to school; feed them; clothe them; 
give them a home; keep them healthy / provide health care when sick) was considered the 
most important responsibility of parents according to a significant majority (68%) of adult 
and child survey responses;

• This compares to only 9% valuing a more nurturing role (emotional aspects including love 
them, be there for them, make them happy, listen to them and take their views seriously);

• In relation to how adults show love and care for children, adults identify ‘emotional’ responses 
more readily than children, which might indicate that children are less likely to associate 
verbal and physical affection with adults ‘showing love and care’. Alternatively it might 
indicate that adults state that they show verbal and physical affection towards children more 
than they actually do this in practice.

Positive discipline techniques
Despite corporal punishment being common in all 10 regions of the country, over 58% 
of research responses indicate that positive discipline techniques are the best ways of 
disciplining children. 

Parents and other family members would greatly benefit from targeted capacity building on 
child rights, child development, positive discipline techniques and on how to recognize and 
appropriately respond to child protection concerns.

What are the best ways to discipline children?

Positive discipline includes strategies such as explaining the problem, making sure the 
child knows what they did was wrong, explaining rules, showing a good example 
and rewarding good behaviour. Children can safely learn what is right and what is wrong, 
not just how to avoid physical punishment.

‘Communicate well with them / speak wisely to them / listen to their worries’ is the single 
most popular response when children and adults were asked the best ways of disciplining 
children, accounting for over 31% of all total responses.  
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Children taking action
Children’s confidence and knowledge 
when it comes to speaking out is a key 
component of children’s empowerment in 
relation to child protection prevention and 
response. 

Responding to sexual abuse
It is of concern that 32% of adults are not 
sure if children in their households know 
what to do if someone wants to touch 
their body and that 18% of children do not 
always understand what kind of touching 
is acceptable or unacceptable (this may 
well be higher for children younger than 
the 14-17 year-old survey respondents). 

Much awareness raising work is needed 
in the area of sexual abuse, addressing 
taboos and enabling greater discussion of such issues within the family. 

Children protecting themselves
In terms of responding to, or supporting, a child who has already been harmed, 15% of relevant 
children’s focus groups say that they could do this for themselves, but none of the relevant adult 
groups mention children themselves as actors. This might imply that adults underestimate the 
capacity of children to participate in the own protection. 

Examples of children’s choices to protect themselves include: attending extra classes after 
school to learn more and through this activity they avoid the company of ‘bad friends’; joining 
religious youth groups in churches where they are taught ‘good moral habits’ and how to live 
a ‘chaste life’. Children report this helps save many girls from teenage pregnancy and being 
exposed to other forms of abuse.

The examples children give of how they respond to harm include fighting bullies, going to buy 
their own medicines, girls handling disputes by themselves but not reporting it, and reporting a 
teacher to the head teacher for beating them too hard which sometimes results in the teachers 
getting dismissed.

Children turning to adults
When seeking help in situations of actual harm, children aged 14 to 17 still prefer to go to an 
adult rather than another child for help. The child discussion groups identified parents (75%), 
followed by mothers (37%), then teachers (29%) as the most important for protecting them 
from harm in general, ahead of siblings (20%). 

In general children have a high level of trust in adults to help them. Adults, particularly family 
members, therefore have a correspondingly high level of responsibility to know what to do and 
to act appropriately to respond to violence against children. 

Although both children and adults stated strongly that - in theory - children know who to tell 
if they are hurt by someone, the overall atmosphere in the family may not always encourage 
such disclosures in practice. This is indicated by the fact that just under one third of adults and 
children surveyed are ambivalent or disagree that worries can be discussed by children in the 
family context.
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Children helping children
There are examples across the country of children lending each other money and offering kind 
words and advice to each other. Some children explained that this is done especially for foster 
children or those who are going through hardships: 

“...because these children tend to be sad, lonely and quiet.”
Girls aged 13-17, urban, Brong Ahafo Region

Children also support each other with their burdens of chores and labour. For example, in the 
Brong Ahafo rural community, where at least six 25-litre loads of water (i.e. a total of 150 litres) 
are carried by children as young as eight years old per day, children divide the quantity of water 
to be carried between them and spread it over the entire day, fitting it in between school hours. 

“We share our food, pens and books with colleagues so that they do not have to get 
boyfriends to provide for them in exploitative relationships.” 
Children aged 13-17, rural, Upper East Region

Children also beg adults for forgiveness on behalf of peers who have offended adults.  When 
they are in insecure areas where civil conflict may spark off violence, some of the stronger 
children place themselves at the front and at the back, with the smaller ones in the middle for 
protection when moving around the community. 

Community actors and civil society
Traditional leaders are present in the majority of communities and they play a role in responding 
to child protection issues. However, their handling of cases is not always satisfactory. Places 
of worship are the most prevalent ‘service’ available at the local level and there could be great 
potential to work more closely with them to develop their roles in relation to child rights-based 
prevention and response. Examples were identified where religious leaders have had both a 
positive and a negative impact on child protection. 

Education and health personnel are identified as potential sources of support and assistance, 
although in the case of teachers this is emphasized more by adults than children. Traditional 
healers are mentioned significantly less than doctors, nurses or other health workers as 
sources of support. 

In general, civil society institutions are not particular prevalent in the survey communities. The 
findings regarding Community Child Protection Committees/Teams were mixed: although they 
were not strongly identified as key actors in child protection in general, in some areas they 
were said to be very active. 

State agencies
The Department of Social Welfare has primary responsibility for child and family welfare 
services but its ability to function is severely limited by resource constraints and structural 
transition. 

The police are one of the main formal entry points for children and families to access child 
and family welfare services, in particular DOVVSU. In all regions, however, relations between 
the police and people in the communities can be strained by inefficiency, abuse of power and 
corruption. 

How children are handled in court depends on the discretion of individual magistrates. Very 
few cases reach court. In the majority of cases, children appear in the Juvenile Court without 
legal representation. 
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There is some overlap between the Commission on Human Rights and Administrative Justice 
(CHRAJ) and the Department of Social Welfare (DSW), especially in the handling of child 
maintenance cases. Although CHRAJ appears to be relatively better resourced compared with 
its civil service counterparts, it still faces obstacles to its work. 

There are mixed accounts about the Department of Community Development from different 
research areas and generally their mandate seems to overlap significantly with that of other 
bodies. 

The Department of Children received very few mentions in the research and is hampered by 
severely inadequate financial and human resources. The Department of Women is fairly well 
resourced compared to other departments. It does not have a specific mandate on children but 
generally raises awareness of relevant issues through its outreach to women. 

Working together
Examples of good inter-agency collaboration were reported throughout the country. However, 
challenges to this include duplicated roles, competition between individual agencies over 
their mandates, competition for scarce resources from development partners, lack of trust, 
individualistic rather than collaborative efforts, no clear guidelines for collaboration, and 
problematic reporting mechanisms. 

A range of development partners and civil society organizations also collaborate with government 
agencies. Relations between government agencies and communities are relatively limited. 
Experience of government collaboration with traditional leaders is mixed.

Recommendations
A child and family who are supported at the right time, can change the course of a life 
and of intergenerational patterns of deprivation. 
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The study presents a number of recommendations for addressing issues highlighted by the 
research, including:   

• Behaviour and social normative change through broad-based engagement with formal 
(State institutions) and informal stakeholders (traditional leaders, civil society organizations; 
religious leaders) for the protection of children from all forms of violence, abuse and 
exploitation should be promoted. 

• Behaviour and practices conducted under the auspices of religion or tradition that 
are in clear violation of the law and of children’s rights (such as abuse of children in prayer 
camps, child marriage, ritual servitude, ritual infanticide etc.) must be urgently addressed in 
close partnership with religious and traditional leaders. 

• As the most prevalent existing community-level service, stronger engagement with 
churches, mosques, traditional leaders and Assembly persons must be sought to build 
their awareness of child rights and child protection issues and to strengthen their capacity 
to effectively prevent harm of children.

• Recognizing the family and community as the base units for children’s protection, 
parenting and care-giving practices should be strengthened in the spirt of protecting children 
from harm.  

• Psychosocial support of victims/survivors needs to be as much of a priority in child 
abuse cases as bringing the perpetrators to justice, in recognition of the fact that children 
suffer psychological and emotional harm though harsh treatment, abuse and neglect. 

• The formal service providers need to be better resourced (human and financial 
resources) for activities related to child protection and these resources need to be managed 
more efficiently and accountably. 

• The mandate and roles of all government agencies and departments working in child 
protection need to be clearly defined at all levels which is also related to improving systems 
for data and information collection, analysis and sharing. 

• Gaps in legislation and policy need to be addressed urgently to offer a stronger 
protective environment for children. 

• Court cases involving children should be fast-tracked in the interest of the social 
reintegration of child victims/survivors and offenders. 

• More research is needed to understand the extent to which income levels and poverty 
impacts on child protection.

• At local level, District Assemblies are encouraged to plan, budget and monitor the 
child protection situation in their respective district. 

• Community networks and other informal or formal mechanisms at local level should 
be strengthened to better appreciate child rights and child protection and their capacity to 
prevent and address child protection concerns must be built. 
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A shared responsibility – It takes a community to raise a child
Based on the findings of this research and the subsequent recommendations, it is clear 
that protection of children from violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation does not rest 
with one sole agency – it is a shared responsibility for families, communities, informal and 
formal actors at all levels and a task that also involves children themselves. 
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