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Article Outline

It has become increasingly apparent to those in the field of child protection that there has been considerable progress in the campaign to protect children. This has been supported by advances in research at all levels—epidemiology, etiology, definition and recognition, pathogenesis, prognosis, treatment, and prevention (Leventhal, 2003). The advances in protection of children and in prevention of abuse have mainly in the western world and, despite the concerted efforts of many professionals the majority of children in the world remain at risk. Researchers initially approached child abuse using a medical paradigm, but in understanding the issues one must emphasize socio-economic and socio-psychological issues. In this issue, two papers from Africa challenge the reader to question the progress made so far, and to reexamine the issue of abuse from a different perspective. Both articles highlight key issues facing children in Africa and offer added insight into the challenges facing child protection practice and safeguarding children in the developing world.

The issues facing children throughout the world are similar to a greater or lesser degree, namely poverty, war, family disruption, family violence, abandonment, and HIV/AIDS, with the denial of their basic rights under the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (Lachman et al., 2002). These issues are more prevalent in countries outside Western Europe, North America, and Australasia although not exclusive to the developing world. In order to develop an effective strategy to protect children, research on the basic issues that face children is required. The hypothesis is that this will lead to a greater understanding of the issues that are particular to the different societies where children are at risk. Focused research can provide the evidence to develop programs, change opinion and to protect children. What is important is the emergence of researchers who are able to document the phenomenon of child abuse and the issues that prevent the safeguarding of children.

The documentation of child sexual abuse and child abuse in any form requires clear definitions and an understanding that it is a problem. In the papers by Pierce and Bozalek (2004) and Lalor (2004b) the conclusions are that there is a need to develop a clear understanding of how the public, policy makers, and professionals define child abuse. Pierce and Bozalek (2004) evaluate public perception of the seriousness of child abuse contrasted with the views of professionals. This is important research as any prevention or intervention program, or the promotion and implementation of legislation is influenced by the divergence in definition of child abuse among the public, politicians and professionals. Public perception of child abuse has been researched previously in South Africa when Collings (2002) examined the response to a newspaper article on child sexual abuse. This research adds to the previous understanding in showing the gap between public perceptions and professionals views. The success in protection children referred to by Leventhal (2003) resulted partly from child abuse being placed on the societal and political agenda by the researchers and campaigners. Altering public perceptions can lead to pressure on politicians to implement child friendly and protective policies. Pierce and Bozalek demonstrate that there is, nonetheless, a lack of agreement in defining what falls into the broad definition of abuse, although there is agreement on defining “serious” child abuse such as child sexual abuse. South Africa is in a transitional phase of development with the recognition of the needs of all children being a recent phenomenon. The paper raises the continuing themes in research in most developing countries, including the lack of reliable data, and inconsistency in definitions of child abuse which hinders the development of child protection initiatives. The public view is much narrower than that of professionals in the field with child sexual abuse seen as more serious than other forms of abuse. The findings by Pierce and Bozalek confirm the research on reported child abuse in Cape Town in the early 1990s where it was found that more than half of all reported child abuse in Cape Town was for child sexual abuse (Lachman, unpublished). The apparent underreporting of physical abuse may be explained by acceptance of some forms of violence against children as the norm, particularly when living in a violent society. An alternative explanation is that the pattern of abuse in Africa does differ from that in other societies with a higher prevalence of child sexual abuse.

In order develop effective programs this perception of what constitutes abuse must be changed. However in a society where the daily struggles are paramount, it is difficult to address all the needs of children.

The research fits into the ecological approach as discussed by Korbin (2002) who notes the complexity of contextual factors in child abuse research. Pierce and Bozalek adapted their research to the cultural considerations but do not report on this in depth. In a multi-cultural society, it is important to reflect the differences in conceptualization of abuse and to devise programs targeted to the different groups. As Korbin (2002) notes this is a particularly sensitive and therefore a solution to the issue is not easily attained. Based on this approach, the next stage for the research in South Africa may be to examine the cultural implications that impact on child abuse prevention.

Lalor (2004b) has undertaken an important meta-analysis of formal and informal research in the field of child sexual abuse in Tanzania and Kenya. This is important work which reveals the wealth of unpublished knowledge in the field and demonstrates that there is the possibility to build a foundation on which further research can be undertaken. The review compliments a previous review on child sexual abuse in sub-Saharan Africa (Lalor, 2004a). Key emerging factors are the powerlessness of children, the breakdown of traditional society, poverty, and HIV/AIDS. What is disconcerting is the apparent denial or misinterpretation of the problem by both society and researchers. This type of analysis can be undertaken in other countries to determine the base line for future research. Lalor has demonstrated the bias in current research in Africa and the “neglect of the more pervasive abuse in the child’s own communities by family, relatives and neighbors.” It is this basic research that is essential to come to an understanding of the state of child sexual abuse in society. Lalor raises the difficulties facing children and leads us to the same conclusion—that in a societies where the major issues are the effects of war poverty corruption and HIV/AIDS it is not surprising that the individual rights of the child in terms of sexual integrity are neglected. He found that child sexual abuse is on the increase in both Tanzania and Kenya, a finding that is evident in other countries in Africa, and is mirrored in the paper by Pierce and Bozalek.

It is interesting to contrast these articles with recent articles in the Journal reflecting the success in the western world. Jones and Finkelhor (2002, 2003) provide the contrast to Lalor in their analysis of child sexual abuse in the USA. They report a 39% decrease in the reported cases of child sexual abuse in the USA, mirrored by other countries in the west. They postulate that this could be the result of “investment in public awareness campaigns, prevention programs, criminal justice interventions and treatment.” Reports by Dunne, Cook, Boyle, and Nayman (2003) support this trend and the call for further research in the attempt to explain this apparent decline in child sexual abuse.

There are therefore two sides to child abuse research, but one need not be pessimistic about the research emanating from Africa. The two papers present complimentary approaches to the emerging body of research in Africa—defining definitions of child abuse and how one rates its severity and then documenting the extent of the problem. Researchers in Africa and other developing countries can be energised by the potential to carry out research which is now being published with increasing frequency. In his previous article, Lalor (2004a) demonstrated the extent of research on child sexual abuse, and emphasized the need for more epidemiological research on a national level in sub-Saharan Africa. The new body of relevant research, targeted at the problems of the local environment and not simply duplicating the research in the developed world, must be encouraged by all those in the child protection community. The 4th African Regional Conference on Child Abuse and Neglect hosted by ANPPCAN and ISPCAN in Enugu Nigeria in March 2004 provided a platform from which future research can develop. It is possible to encourage the development of a network of researchers who would examine the issues facing children in Africa. It is hoped that this will result in an increase in the number of publications emanating from Africa. Only then can meaningful legislation be enacted and be implemented, the status of children raised, and effective child protection programmes be implemented. 
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