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Introduction

Violence against children (VAC) is a global problem, with at least one billion children (defined as those under the age
of 18) experiencing violence every year worldwide. 2>?VAC is defined as all forms of physical, sexual, and emotional
violence, including neglect, maltreatment, exploitation, harm, and abuse, which can take different forms such as
child labor, child marriage, corporal punishment, and sexual violence.?*® Prevention and response to violence,
exploitation, and abuse of children regardless of the context are referred to as child protection.?*?

Faith communities can play a crucial role in ending VAC.?¢° For example, many individuals across different
countries draw their beliefs around child rearing from religious sources.?¢!

The End VAC Report in 2020 shares some statistics on the scale of the problem:

m  Every year, at least one billion children experience violence - that’s half of the world’s children

m  One in two children experience violence every year

m  Every seven minutes, an adolescent dies because of violence

m  Children with disabilities are almost four times more likely to experience violence than non-disabled children
m  Over one million children are reported missing every year

m  Globally, the cost of VAC adds up to US$7 trillion a year

m  Three out of four young children are regularly subjected to violent discipline by their caregivers

m  One in every four children is living in a country affected by conflict or disaster

m  Only 12% of children are fully protected from corporal punishment - by law - across the world (or
alternately: 88% of the world’s children are not protected by law from corporal punishment

m  Worldwide, close to 130 million (more than one in three) students from age 13-15 experience bullying.

Source: End Violence Against Children 2020
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This section discusses the state of the evidence on faith actors and VAC over the past two decades. Over this
period, global faith actors have made two important public declarations on ending violence against children, namely,
the Kyoto Declaration (2006) and the Panama Declaration (2017).262

Overview of literature

A recent scoping study on faith actors’ involvement in the prevention, elimination, and perpetuation of VAC by

Palm, Rutledge, and Eyber provides a comprehensive overview of existing literature on this topic over the past two
decades (1999 - 2019).2¢ The study identified and analyzed 172 relevant sources. It highlighted that grey literature?
dominates the evidence base with internal NGO reports, working papers, and newsletters, etc., making up 60% of
the research. Academic articles and books only make up 40% of this research, underscoring that it is a highly practice-
focused area of evidence in comparison to some of the other thematic areas under religions and development. Half
of the literature focused on two geographic areas - the US (23%) and sub-Saharan Africa (27%). Fifty-three percent of
the sources referred to solely one religion, with most concentrating on Christianity, followed by Islam and traditional
beliefs. The study found that three main types of evidence are dominant on faith actors and VAC:

= Emphasis on training and guides: Thirty-nine percent concentrated on the prevention of VAC with a strong
emphasis on mobilization and education that mainly included “the provision of training and developing guides for
faith actors to engage in particular subject areas related to a range of child protection issues."?¢®

m  Focus on child sexual abuse: Another area emerging and discussed in 23% of the sources, was the perpetuation
of violence in relation to faith, mostly focused on child sexual abuse (frequently related to the Catholic Church),
and the issue of child sacrifice in folk religions (e.g., witchcraft) which was seen to have a specific research focus.

= Intersection with research on gender, religions, and development: A significant amount of the literature on
harmful practices is situated within the violence against women and girls field where girls (but not boys) are the
focus of research and in programming approaches, forming a significant crossover with the gender theme in this
volume.?%¢ To avoid duplication with other themes, this body of literature has been excluded here, but it is noted
that there has been an increased focus in recent years on the complex intersections and shared root causes
between violence against women and violence against children.?¢”

Evidence on the involvement of faith actors in child protection has increased since the 2010s.2¢® Robinson and
Hanmer are among the most cited authors who have argued that faith communities should be recognized as key
actors in the local communities and involved in child protection activities.?? A multi-religious study by Arigatou
International in 2019 also explored child rights through the lens of different faith traditions.?”° At the same time,
however, literature highlights concerns around the problematic role of some faith actors in legitimizing community
level forms of VAC such as child marriage.?’*
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Main trends identified in literature

International actors’ perspective predominates

Most literature discusses the engagement of faith actors in ending VAC through the prism of international
organizations’ interventions.?”2 Experiences of international organizations in working with faith actors are commonly
reported, where faith actors are frequently recognized as key stakeholders for formal collaboration to address child
protection issues.?”® However, evidence on local faith actors’ more organic, informal, and self-initiated work has
been identified as needing better documentation and dissemination.?’*

Overemphasis on positive examples

Overall the majority of this literature generally discusses the positive contributions of faith actors to ending VAC
through activities such as pre-violence prevention, advocacy, direct intervention, service provision, and survivor
support.?’> Faith-based organizations are also identified as having a stronger ability to reach and influence civil
society in many contexts than governments or NGOs due to their pre-existing social capital and alignment with

the worldview and culture of many communities.?’¢ However, the outcomes and impact of faith actors’ initiatives
are rarely measured adequately. Most evaluations focus on only quantitatively measuring certain changes such as
the transformation of faith leaders’ attitudes to reduce harmful traditional practices.?’”” For example, evaluations

in Ethiopia and Nigeria that assessed the outcomes of the intervention involving faith leaders in reducing harmful
traditional practices found positive changes in faith leaders’ attitudes in support of eliminating female genital cutting
and stopping child marriage.?”® However, the literature points out that evaluations should also measure reductions in
harmful traditional practices due to faith leaders’ work.?”?

Further research and analysis on negative examples

Only a small percentage of the literature focuses on the perpetuation of violence by faith actors.?®° A few sources
also discuss interpretations of religious scriptures that support some forms of VAC, such as corporal punishment
and child marriage. For example, Bible verses such as “He who spares the rod, spoils the child” (Bible, Proverbs
13:24) have been repeatedly cited by parents/caregivers and faith actors in various studies as a reference point
to legitimize physical punishment.?! The literature identifies a need to further analyze the perpetuation of, or
condoning of, certain forms of violence by faith actors and as a result of underlying faith beliefs to effectively
counter these entrenched social norms.??

Major current debates in the last five years

Corporal punishment

Corporal punishment in both homes and schools has been raised in recent years as a primary intersection of
concern and controversy amongst faith communities with regard to the task of ending VAC. Experts across six faiths
highlighted this as a key current site of religious contestation where some faith actors still seek to normalized and
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justify this practice, often using diverse sacred texts.?®® A gap has been identified between global pronouncements
condemning this by selected religious leaders such as in Panama in 2017,?%4 and grassroots realities in many local
faith communities where corporal punishment practices often continue. Religious voices globally clearly remain
divided on this issue of corporal punishment.?8> At the same time, several organizations have recently developed
some positive resources to seek to address this issue.?8¢

Child sexual abuse

Child sexual abuse also emerges as a second area of significant recent concern in relation to faith communities,

both as perpetrated by individual faith leaders, and within religious institutions of care and education with recent
high profile media revelations on this issue in places including but not limited to Ireland, Australia, South Africa,

and the US leading to a number of in-depth investigations.?®” Generally, in the child protection sector, this issue is
receiving increased attention,?®® which the global #metoo movement has also facilitated. Beyond perpetration alone,
experts have highlighted a wider religious silence on these realities within families and communities, often due to
issues of sex and sexuality, which continue to be viewed as taboo within religious settings.?®? Breaking the silence
on this issue in faith settings is an emerging focus for practitioners. New initiatives are also developing internal child
protection systems and programs to ensure that faith institutions are safe spaces for children and are not exempt
from legal requirements.

Influence on faith actors on social norms at multiple levels

Third, faith actors are increasingly identified as playing important roles at the level of the child directly, the
family (often viewed as sacred in many faiths), the wider community, and even at national and international
policy levels.??° Due to this influence at multiple levels of the socio-ecological system surrounding a child,

faith systems can offer significant social capital to the task of ending VAC. However, at the same time, faith
beliefs often play a cross-cutting role in all these systems, indirectly influencing them in ways that need further
in-depth engagement and research. Wider global strategies such as the 2016 World Health Organization’s
INSPIRE package of seven strategies for ending VAC have gained currency in this field in recent years and point
to transforming social norms and those who influence them as a key factor for change.?’* As a result, other
actors need to take seriously faith actors’ specific roles in both promoting and/or transforming underlying
social norms on child protection.???
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Need to capture informal as well as formal faith actor responses

Fourth, at a practical level, faith communities play a number of roles in wider child protection systems, through informal
undocumented responses, semi-formal interventions often around prevention, and through their formal involvement
in social systems of care.?”® The unique role of faith communities is also gathering more attention through increased
recognition of the need to engage more directly with faith’s spiritual capital such as its core beliefs, sacred texts and
spiritual rituals, especially, but not only in relation to harmful practices, parenting approaches, beliefs about children,
and core values of love and dignity.?’*

Gaps and cross-cutting themes

Gaps identified in current evidence

There are several gaps in current faith engagement around ending VAC?%>

m  First, few faith organizations address the specific risks to children of diverse sexual orientation, gender identity
and expression and sex characteristics (SOGIESC), and this silence can even perpetuate violence, often shaped
by underlying religious beliefs.?%¢

m  Second, practitioners have raised concerns that boys’ vulnerabilities are invisible due to a global focus on girl
children and issues that affect them only, with extra attention and funds given to girls due to the VAW/G
movement. Faith actors may need to take a nuanced gender-lens on childhood that also avoids reinforcing
gender stereotypes.

m  Third, the rise of digital VAC is a new concern, emerging as a more prominent issue under COVID-19, and this is
an area where faith actors need their own capacity developed.?””

m  Fourth, witchcraft and child abuse are a focus in academic literature but often remain taboo topics within local
communities with practitioners rarely raising these issues.??®

m  Finally, faith actors identify several structural forms of violence that affect many children’s lives, such as trafficking
and commercial sexual exploitation, armed conflict, child labor, migration, and homelessness. In general, these
issues were not the primary focus for most local faith communities, possibly due to their complexity. However,
some the larger, formalized faith-based organizations focus on the intersections of these areas.?”

Emerging cross-cutting issues of significance

One cross-cutting issue receiving increased attention in many faith settings is the importance of age-appropriate
child participation for ending VAC. This is seen as a promising development as evidence suggests that if a child is
positioned as socially inferior to adults, this may form a key driver for patterns of adult/child violence.*® However,
many faith traditions inherit beliefs about the need for silent obedience from children with various formulations

of the idea that children should be ‘seen and not heard’ common and in need of transformation. Some promising
institution-led approaches are emerging, such as the World Council of Churches ‘Placing Children at the Centre’
initiative®! and Arigatou International’s multi-faith series in 2020 which focused on the importance of children being
both seen and heard in faith spaces, an issue also presented at global child protection conferences.%?
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Another cross-cutting issue is a rise in attention to practical forms of interfaith engagement around ending VAC.3%
This has led to promising academic and practitioner collaborations to build shared messaging across faiths which
has been effective on certain issues, such as child marriage, especially in contexts where more than one faith is
substantially present. However, practitioners note that working across faiths also comes with challenges and more
research is needed in this area. Faith actors and institutions also need to be embedded into, and accountable to,
wider child protection systems and not separated from them. This has implications for both secular and faith actors
in terms of building constructive ways to work together.3%4

Conclusion and recommendations from recent evidence

In the last two decades, increased documentation has emerged around the role of faith actors in relation to the
task of ending VAC. Much has focused on the practical work of faith-based organizations (often large international
organizations). Expert practitioners suggest however that there may be a gap between global narratives and the
local realities of many faith communities whose work with children often remains informal and undocumented.
Evidence shows that all religions contain protective elements for children and can offer important contributions to
ending VAC due to their often-trusted position in communities. However, in the last five years, revelations around
child sexual abuse in faith settings and diverse views around corporal punishment have raised questions about this
role. More local research is needed to both amplify their positive potential as well as engage explicitly with harmful
beliefs. Religions can offer unique spiritual capital to help end VAC.

Recent evidence has summarized and highlighted several important key messages around this area that shape key
recommendations. There are four main points to highlight here:

1. Faith communities include and influence many important actors who can play roles in ending VAC and require
constructive, but critical engagement within a wider system of care.

2. Faith leaders provide regular support to many families including children and can also engage formal child
protection systems locally, nationally, regionally, and internationally.

3. Engagement with the specific mechanisms and spiritual capital of diverse faith structures, offers a unique
contribution to the elimination of VAC in their potential to promote positive beliefs and action towards ending
violence against children.

4. There is an urgent need to re-interpret all religious beliefs and practices that may contribute to VAC, and its
silencing, particularly those with a spiritual basis in religious texts.

Faith actors have crucial roles to play in the prevention and referral of child abuse cases. However, at the same
time, evidence shows that faith communities can be complicit in, and even perpetrate, certain forms of VAC

and they have an urgent responsibility to publicly acknowledge and challenge this in all its forms. Some faith
communities may assign children to a position of inferiority in comparison to adults, with fewer social rights

and less legal protections, which is seen as a root cause of much VAC. The faith sector itself must recognize and
challenge the contributions of faith communities in perpetuating these harmful norms. Across the evidence, child
participation forms an emerging mechanism used for sustainably changing harmful social norms about children.
This requires faith responses to move towards child-centered approaches that link protection and participation,
by equipping children as agents.*® VAC also changes and takes on new forms, and the interrelated nature of these
forms means faith communities need to be equipped to engage with hidden and emerging forms of VAC, if they are
to be effective actors in the wider shared tasks of both prevention and response.

Most faith traditions often mandate practical social action and service in relation to children as part of faith,
especially within the areas of education, care, and social support and that protective religious beliefs around the care
and protection of children in faith traditions can be harnessed to accelerate the shared task of ending VAC. However,
there is also a concern that faith leaders deal explicitly and constructively with entrenched harmful faith beliefs
which are still used to justify or indirectly underpin abusive adult/child hierarchies of power. Faith leaders must

also work to break the culture of silence and secrecy on hidden practices of child abuse and maltreatment within
religious institutions and families and take steps toward preventative action. Finally, faith actors should seek, where
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appropriate, to work with intra-faith, interfaith, and broader child protection systems to prioritize the best interests
of the child together.

This evidence summary highlights the need to engage with religious belief systems more deeply, and not just with
faith leaders alone.®* Many diverse faith actors internalize and pass on systemic beliefs and values about children
and families intergenerationally. Faith plays a significant role in many people’s lives around the world. Because of this
reality, it holds significant cross-cutting influence in the lives of children, families, communities, and even in national
legislation and politics. This influence and power can be harnessed to either end, or to perpetuate, VAC and it should
not be ignored.
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