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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

Many children, throughout history, have been subjected to various forms of child 

abuse. As an ongoing ill plaguing every human society, Cameroon is no exception. 

Child abuse is an issue of violence against children thus, violation of the fundamental 

human rights. Although studies show the height and extent to which it affects 

humanity, research on child abuse in most African countries continues to be limited. 

This is as a result of lack of resources, the research desire on the issue and restricted 

publication outlets. 

 

African children have often remained in the margin of research. Thus the study uses 

young people as the primary informants. This is because they account for a large 

portion of the population and are significant partners in family life in Cameroon. 

Furthermore, they are the ones experiencing it and therefore are a relevant voice in 

the discussion of child abuse. As it concerns them they are thus able to provide 

further insight to the issue of child abuse in this context which otherwise may not 

be brought in to light.  

 

As a problem, child abuse is deeply rooted within communities or societies thus, its 

comprehensive understanding requires a holistic approach. The study uses an 

ecological framework to offer holistic understanding of child abuse. This framework 

allows for a multi-dimensional approach, in which the links between an individual 

and his/her environmental context can be studied.  

 

To provide insight to the issue, this study investigates young people (ages between 

11 and 18) and teachers’ views on child abuse in the Cameroonian context. A 

qualitative approach was employed in which a multiple research method was used. 

Data collection was facilitated by the creation of six focus groups (made of students) 

and interviews conducted with teachers from two schools. In this work, the schools 

have been named A and B and are situated in the North West and Centre Regions 

of Cameroon. Focus group discussions were held with students in single sex (only 

male or only female) and mixed groups. Interviews were conducted with six teachers 

from these two schools. All interactions were carried out in the English language. 



With the guidance of an ecological framework, the data was classified into individual, 

family, social and cultural levels. 

Empirical finding at the individual level showed that young people were cognizant 

of what constitute child abuse. They viewed acts which required the use of force and 

deprivation of children of their rights as child abuse. However, in considering acts 

which constitute child abuse young people also took into perspective context and 

socio-cultural influences. As a result acts like corporal punishment, child labour, not 

being fed because of lack of food etc. were not viewed as child abuse. Furthermore, 

within this level children comprehension of abuse was viewed as influencing child 

abuse. Young people therefore regarded children as not being able to know if they 

are being abused or not nor did they have the words to describe such acts and in 

addition children were considered unable to do anything about the abuse. 

At the family (micro) level family characteristics influenced child abuse. 

Dysfunctional communication between parents and children created a gap between 

them. Children found it difficult to report cases of abuse to parents. Failure in 

parental responsibility also forced children to shoulder some of these responsibilities 

leaving them exposed to child abuse. Within the family level, single parenthood was 

viewed as an influenced to child abuse as young single teenage mothers made 

uninformed decisions which put children in danger or abuse. Single teenage mothers 

also had to often bear the responsibility to raise their child alone without support 

from fathers to these children preventing effective care for their children. 

Furthermore, the support provided by the extended family was not always sufficient 

and in some cases abusive. In such situations children had to self-care or they were 

sent to live elsewhere. These circumstances leave these venerable children exposed 

to child abuse. 

At the social level, the patterns of social reactions to abuse prevented or inhibited 

the disclosure of child abuse. Some reactions enabled “self-silence”. Not knowing 

whom or where to disclose abuse, the reaction or non-reaction of people around a 

child when abused, unacceptability of reporting family members, reporting does not 

in any way bring help to the abused, culprits go unpunished, and stigmatization of 

the victim inhibited discussion. These have an influence on child abuse as it prevents 

abuse from being seen as a serious societal issue making child abuse “non-issue”.  



Empirical findings at the cultural level presented a negative impact of some cultural 

traditions on the issue at hand. These include the culture of silence, gender and 

gender roles and traditional approach to culprit punishment. Findings within this 

level show that cultural values which upheld or placed the family and marriage first 

led to the culture of silence which prevents the disclosure of child abuse. 

Furthermore, trust in family members and community members created an 

environment where abuse took place and yet made it impossible to recognize that 

people around could be dangerous or can cause such harm to children. This prevents 

awareness or knowledge of it occurrence. It was also found that traditional rigidly 

fixed gender roles such as traditionally accepted use of corporal punishment, placed 

female children in a vulnerable position.  

In conclusion, young people are able to provide insight to the issue of child abuse, 

as they are able to describe and interpret what child abuse means to them and those 

environmental influences that impede or promote child abuse. Child abuse is 

therefore a complex situation resulting from different levels of influence: individual, 

family, social and cultural levels. Thus, approaching child abuse from an ecological 

context gives room for the identification these influences since they differ as per 

context. The identification of these multilevel influences can lead to targeted 

multilevel prevention and intervention strategies. For example, implementing 

culturally relevant preventive strategies can better prevent child abuse. 

Key Words: Child abuse, ecological framework, qualitative approach, Cameroon. 



TIIVISTELMÄ 

Nuorten näkemys lapsiin kohdistuvasta pahoinpitelystä ja kaltoinkohtelusta 

Kamerunissa 

Kautta aikojen monet lapset ovat olleet pahoinpitelyn ja kaltoinkohtelun kohteena. 

Kamerun ei ole poikkeus tässä yhteiskuntia yhä vaivaavassa pulmassa. Pahoinpitely 

ja kaltoinkohtelu ovat väkivaltaa lapsia kohtaan ja ne loukkaavat perustavanlaatuisia 

ihmisoikeuksia. Vaikka tutkimukset ovat osoittaneet väkivallan merkittävät 

inhimilliset vaikutukset, on aiheen tutkimus ollut vähäistä Afrikan maissa. Se on 

seurausta resurssien puutteesta, tutkimuskiinnostuksista ja rajallisista 

julkaisumahdollisuuksista. 

Afrikkalaiset lapset ovat usein jääneet tutkimusten marginaaliin. Tässä tutkimuksessa 

lapset ovat ensisijaisia informantteja, koska suuri osa väestöstä on lapsia ja lapset ovat 

merkittäviä toimijoita kamerunilaisessa perhe-elämässä. Ja ennen kaikkea lapset ovat 

niitä, jotka kokevat pahoinpitelyn ja siksi he ovat tärkeä osapuoli keskusteltaessa 

aiheesta. Koska pahoinpitely ja kaltoinkohtelu kohdistuvat lapsiin, on heillä erityinen 

käsitys aiheesta, joka muutoin, ilman tutkimusta, voisi jäädä tavoittamatta. 

Pahoinpitelyllä ja kaltoinkohtelulla on juuret yhteisöissä ja yhteiskunnissa ja siksi 

kattava ilmiön ymmärrys edellyttää holistista lähestymistapaa. Tässä tutkimuksessa 

käytetään ekologista kehystä holistisen lähestymistavan tarjoajana. Tämä kehys 

mahdollistaa moniulotteisen tarkastelun, jossa yksilön ja hänen elinympäristönsä 

väliset suhteet tulevat keskiöön. 

Tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan nuorten (11-18 –vuotiaiden) ja opettajien näkemyksiä 

lapsiin kohdistuvasta pahoinpitelystä ja kaltoinkohtelusta Kamerunissa. Ote on 

laadullinen ja eri tutkimusmenetelmiä käyttävä. Aineistoa kerättiin kuudessa 

fokusryhmässä (nuoret) ja opettajia haastattelemalla kahdessa koulussa. Kouluja 

kutsutaan tutkimuksessa nimellä A ja B ja ne sijaitsevat Kamerunin luoteis- ja 

keskialueilla. Fokusryhmistä osa oli tyttö-tai poikaryhmiä ja osa sekaryhmiä. 

Haastattelut tehtiin englannin kielellä. Ekologisen kehyksen mukaisesti aineisto 

jaoteltiin yksilö, perhe-, yhteiskunta- ja kulttuuritasoille. 



 

Yksilötasoa kuvaavien empiiristen tulosten mukaan nuoret olivat tietoisia siitä, mitä 

pahoinpitely ja kaltoinkohtelu ovat. He näkivät ne voiman käyttönä ja lasten 

oikeuksien epäämisenä. He ottivat huomioon myös kontekstin ja sosio-kulttuuristen 

tekijöiden vaikutukset. Esimerkiksi sellaiset asiat kuten ruuan puute tai ruumiillinen 

kuritus ja lapsityövoima eivät olleet heidän mielestään lapsiin kohdistuvaa 

pahoinpitelyä tai väkivaltaa. Lapset eivät voi kuitenkaan aina tietää, ovatko he 

pahoinpitelyn kohteena vai eivät. Heillä ei ole sanoja kuvata toimintaa ja sen lisäksi 

heillä ei ole välineitä toimia pahoinpitely- ja väkivaltatilanteissa. 

Perhetasolla (mikrotasolla) perheen ominaispiirteet vaikuttivat lasten pahoinpitelyyn 

ja kaltoinkohteluun. Toimimaton kommunikaatio sai aikaan kuilun vanhempien ja 

lasten välille. Tällaisessa tilanteessa lasten oli vaikeaa kertoa pahoinpitelystä 

vanhemmilleen. Vanhempien velvollisuuksien laiminlyönti sai jotkut lapset 

kantamaan vastuuta itsestään ja tuotti sillä tavalla lasten kaltoinkohtelua. Tällä tasolla 

yksinhuoltajauus nähtiin lasten pahoinpitelyyn vaikuttavana asiana, koska nuoret 

yksinhuoltajaäidit tekivät ratkaisuja, joiden johdosta lapset joutuivat kaltoinkohtelun 

vaaraan. Teini-ikäiset yksinhuoltajaäidit joutuivat usein vastaamaan lapsen 

kasvatuksesta ilman lasten isän tukea ja siksi lasten hoito ei aina toteutunut parhaalla 

mahdollisella tavalla. Lisäksi laajemman perheverkoston tarjoama tuki ei ollut aina 

riittävää ja joissakin tapauksissa se kohteli lapsia huonosti.  Tällaisissa tilanteissa 

lasten tuli huolehtia itsestään tai heidät lähetettiin vieraiden hoidettavaksi. Tällaiset 

olosuhteet altistavat lapsia pahoinpitelylle ja kaltoinkohtelulle.  

Sosiaalisella tasolla pahoinpitelyyn puuttumisen tavat ehkäisivät tai tukivat 

pahoinpitelyn ja kaltoinkohtelun ilmituloa. Ympäristön sosiaaliset puuttumisen 

käytännöt mahdollistavat myös hiljaisuuden. Lapsilla ei ole tietoa siitä, kenelle ja 

milloin pahoinpitelystä voisi kertoa, läheisten reagointitavat tai reagoimattomuus 

tilanteissa, joissa lapsia pahoinpideltiin, läheisiä koskevien ilmoitusten tekemisen 

epätoivottavuus, avun puute, vaikka ilmoituksia tekisi, syyllisten rankaisemattomuus 

ja uhrin saama stigma estivät keskustelua. Tällä tavalla lapsiin kohdistuvasta 

pahoinpitely ja kaltoinkohtelusta on tullut sosiaalisesti ’ei-aihe’.  

Kulttuurista tasoa koskevat empiiriset havainnot toivat näkyviin joidenkin 

kulttuuristen traditioiden kielteiset vaikutukset. Näitä ovat hiljaisuuden kulttuuri, 

sukupuoleen liittyvät roolit ja perinteinen tapa lähestyä syyllisen rankaisemista. 

Kulttuuriset arvot, jotka asettavat perheen ja avioliiton etusijalle, johtavat 



hiljaisuuden kulttuuriin, joka estää pahoinpitelyn ja kaltoinkohtelun ilmituloa. 

Luottamus perheen ja yhteisön jäseniin loi ympäristön, jossa pahoinpitelyä tapahtui 

ja jossa oli mahdotonta tunnistaa läheisten vaarallisuutta ja että he voisivat 

vahingoittaa lapsia. Tämä estää tietoisuuden vahvistumista ja herkkyyttä havaita 

tapahtunutta pahoinpitelyä. Perinteiset jäykät sukupuoliroolit asettivat tytöt 

haavoittuvaan asemaan silloin, kun esimerkiksi ruumiillinen kuritus hyväksytään.  

Johtopäätöksissä on selvää, että nuorilla oli taito ja valmius kertoa pahoinpitelyyn ja 

kaltoinkohteluun kohdistuvista näkemyksistään, koska he pystyvät kuvaamaan ja 

tulkitsemaan sitä, mitä pahoinpitely ja kaltoinkohtelu merkitsevät heille ja miten 

ympäristö tukee tai estää pahoinpitelyä. Lasten pahoinpitely ja kaltoinkohtelu ovat 

monimutkainen ilmiö, johon vaikuttavat monet asiat yksilöiden, perheiden, 

sosiaalisen ja kulttuurisen tasoilla. Ekologinen kehys tarjoaa mahdollisuuden 

tunnistaa näitä vaikutuksia. Monitasoisten vaikutusten tunnistaminen voi johtaa 

myös eri tasoilla tapahtuvaan ehkäisevään toimintaan ja interventiostrategioihin. 

Tarvitaan esimerkiksi kulttuurisesti perusteltuja ehkäiseviä strategioita lasten 

pahoinpitelyn ja kaltoinkohtelun vähentämiseksi.  
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1  INTRODUCTION 

1.1    Background 

 
Many children in the world continue to be exposed to child abuse according to 

reports. Estimate show that about 5- 50% of children worldwide suffer from child 

abuse (Meinck et al., 2016). Estimates of 65% for physical abuse and 55% for both 

non-contact and contact sexual abuse have been reported in some African countries 

(Meinck et al., 2016, Afifi et al., 2003, Madu & Peltzer, 2000). These alarming rates 

do not include cases of child abuse unreported. The consequences associated with 

this do not only affect the victims but also the community as an entity.  

      

      History shows that children have been subjected to various forms of serious 

abuse. As far back as 1860 the French Professor Ambroise Tardieu, wrote about 

children who have been beaten and burnt to death in what he referred to as the “the 

battered-child syndrome, ” (Kempe & Kempe, 1978). The 1874 case of Mary Ellen 

of New York City, brought the issue of abuse to light leading to the development of 

a New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children and the formation of 

the child protection system (Watkins, 1990). According to Radbill (1968):  

Children of five years of age upward were working sixteen hours at a time, 

sometimes with iron riveted round their ankles to prevent them from running away. 

They were starved, beaten and in many other ways maltreated many times. Many 

succumbed to occupational diseases, some committed suicide, and few survived for 

no length of time. (p.12) 

 

De Mause (1974) presents evidence that sexual behavior between adults and 

children was prevalent in antiquity. Ancient history shows that infanticide was 

practiced in many societies (McCoy & Keen, 2013). In South-Eastern Nigeria for 

example, it was a taboo to bear twins: therefore, they were brutally killed, and their 

mothers shunned; it was until 1915 that twin and twin mothers were integrated into 

their communities (Asindi et al., 1993). However, the abuse of children became a 

medical and public issue after the publication of the paper, "The Battered Child 
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Syndrome", by Kempe et al in 1962. Child abuse therefore, is not a new issue, it is 

rather an old and known societal ill that has continued to plague the society to this 

present time. 

   

Significant progress has been made in the fight to safeguard the protection of 

children especially in the West. This progress has been made possible by research in 

all areas of epidemiology which involves causes, effects, identification, detection, 

recognition, prediction, definition, treatment and prevention of child abuse 

(Leventhal, 2003). However, despite the efforts of many professionals, repeated 

inquiries, recommendations and changes of policies, there is still evidence of the 

repeated failure to care and protect children from abuse in all parts of the world. It 

is clear that children are continuously abused in their own homes, in institutions and 

in schools (Swingle et al., 2016, Dion et al., 2015, Dion et al., 2010, Campbell et al., 

2015). Some children have continued to experience ritualistic killings. For example, 

the killing of the “spirit children” in Ghana, the “snake children” in Ivory Coast, and 

the practice of infanticides among the Aymara in the Andes of Bolivia (Bayat, 2015, 

De Hilari et al., 2009, Allotey & Reidpath, 2001). Many children thus, in different 

parts of the world continue to be exposed to child abuse. 

 

The African network, “International Society for the Prevention of Child Abuse 

and Neglect” (ISPCAN) raised this issue in 1986 (Famuyiwa, 1997). The network 

did a presentation on sexual abuse, physical abuse, child labour, abandonment and 

street hawking. This was done in an effort to assist in health planning. In as much as 

issues facing children in the world are similar, those of children in Africa are 

exacerbated by war, violence, poverty, lack of basic rights, and HIV/AIDS 

(Lachman et al., 2002). Child abuse in Africa remains alarming, and as such it has 

been considered as an issue of violence against children and the violation of human 

rights (Sossou &Yogtiba, 2009). In this respect, the African child continues to suffer 

from abuse, neglect and oppression. The acknowledgement of child abuse as a social 

problem must first occur so that we can proceed to treatment and prevention 

strategies.  

 

In most African countries, Cameroon inclusive research on child abuse is largely 

limited due to a paucity of resources (Labour, 2004). There are limited outlets for 

publication when compared to other parts of the world. However, more and more 

studies have started to emerge from different countries in Africa especially in South 

Africa which continues to produce vast number of studies on child abuse 

(Vermeulen & Greeff, 2015, Mathews et al., 2016, Meinck et al., 2015, Cluver et al., 
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2016, Makusha & Richter, 2014, Breen et al., 2015, Mwangi et al., 2015, Kidman & 

Palermo, 2016). In spite of these emerging research, there continue to be definitional 

issues when it comes to defining child abuse. There is no clear understanding on 

how public policy or even professionals define abuse and also on how the public 

perceives child abuse Vis a Vis the professionals. There is persistent lack of reliable 

data on child abuse and more studies on sexual abuse continues to dominate. In 

Cameroon, there is a profound difficulty in obtaining data (national data) that can 

provide answers to the prevalence of child abuse. This is mostly because data is not 

collected regularly. According to Dankoff (2011), victims of abuse are often not 

welcomed by the judiciary system.This makes it really difficult for victims to disclose 

abuse and consequently making it more difficult to ascertain the extent of the 

problem. Lack of data is a common phenomenon. For example, during my data 

collection process, obtaining data on child abuse from the Ministry of Social Affairs-

Cameroon was particularly difficult even as it is the ministry in charge of such issues. 

I experienced this at all levels, regions, divisions, subdivisions, and schools. No 

school in the study kept a record of students who experienced abuse or reported 

abuse. However, in one of the schools, the counsellor showed some scared entries 

he had made in relation to the complaints students had given on this issue. Apart 

from that there was no systematic documentation on abuse cases. Thus largely 

because of a lack of systematic documentation of abuse, it was therefore challenging 

knowing the extent of the problem.  

 

In Cameroon, child abuse is not often at the forefront of discourse. It is rarely 

viewed as a pressing issue as political and economic issues overshadow child 

protection. For example, the government run school ENAS. “École Normale des 

Affaires Sociales” which was replaced by INTS “Institut National du Travail Social”, 

was meant to train social workers in Cameroon however, since 2006, there has been 

no intake in this institution. Consequently, there has been no training of social 

workers. There are no refresher courses for old social workers as well. Dankoff 

(2011) advances that this institution was closed for it was viewed that the profession 

(social work) does not help grow the national economy. 

1.2  Approach to this study 

 
The way children in Africa, Cameroon to be specific experience abuse is different 

from how other children in other parts of the world do. This is because issues facing 
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children in Africa are different and these issues present unique challenges. There is 

therefore, need to focus research in this context. Furthermore, the magnitude of this 

problem needs that more should be done and to “borrow the words of” the French 

thinker Andre Gide “everything has been said but, as no-one listens we must always 

begin again” (Cairns, 1949, p. 551) 

Studies of child abuse in Cameroon as well as Africa are limited. However, those that 

have continued to emerge show high prevale nce of child abuse. In some studies 

high prevalence rates of 64% have been recorded or measured for physical abuse 

(Afifi et al., 2003). In Cameroon for instance 12% of rape victims are under age 10 

(Dankoff, 2011). In a study in Nigeria where 316 girls of ages below 18 were studied, 

77.7% reported experiencing forced sex (Audu et al., 2009). In a 2006 study carried 

out in 28 developing and transitional countries, Africa had the highest rate for all 

forms of child abuse when compared to the transitional countries (Akmatov, 2010. 

In the study those reporting psychological abuse measured up to 86%, moderate 

physical abuse 64% and 43% reported severe physical abuse (Akmatov, 2010). 

Furthermore, more is at stake here because evidence has demonstrated stronger and 

severe outcomes such as children being infected with HIV, poor physical health, 

increased risk of re-victimization, high child dead rates all as a consequence of child 

abuse (Meinck et al., 2015, Cluver et al., 2011, Jewkes et al., 2010, Reza et al., 2009, 

Ibanga, 2011, Jewkes et al., 2002, Peltzer & Pengpid, 2008). With such high rates of 

child abuse and the fact that children have continued to experience child abuse, it 

therefore important or imperative to understand child abuse in Cameroon.  

 

This study will provide further insight on the issue of child abuse in Cameroon. 

It will as well add knowledge and contribute to the understanding of child abuse in 

the Cameroonian setting. The primary objective therefore is to examine young 

people’ views on child abuse in Cameroon. Understanding child abuse from the 

point of view of those living in that setting helps provide for context. There is a need 

to understand child abuse through those who live in that context and experience it, 

thus the use of young people as informants. Using young people as informants is 

relevant in this context because as Nsamenang postulate Cameroonian children have 

remained in the margins in the domain of research even though they are considered 

significant partners in family life (Nsamenang, 2002, Nsamenang, 2008). They 

account for 60% of the population of Cameroon of which 42.6% are below 15years 

(www.cia.gov/library/publications/). It is but logical to consider them or let them 

have a voice especially on issues such as child abuse. This is because such an issue 

concerns them and they are the ones who experience it. Moreover, they posse first-

hand knowledge of their experience and as so are able to interpret what this means 
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to them or how they view it. Leaving them out then prevents a significant and 

relevant voice from the discussion in respects to the problem of child abuse. Using 

young people’s views is but ethical, as they have the right to have a say in matters 

that concern them (Strandell, 2010). Moreovere, children have emotional awareness 

of others and themselves and can contribute to knowledge (Kumar et al., 2013, 

Cunningham & Baker, 2004). Young people may therefore be able to provide further 

insight to the issue of child abuse in this context which would not otherwise be 

brought in to light. Furthermore, children just like adults want to be able to express 

their views. They also want their experiences and views to be heard and taken 

seriously. Through young people’s views an understanding of the influences of child 

abuse in Cameroon can be achieved. This can provide for better planning and 

designing support and preventive strategies targeting the different levels (system).  

  

Considering the complexity of child abuse, multiple voices from varied sections 

of the society are needed to help provide in-depth as it develops a greater 

understanding of the issue of child abuse. Thus in the study, I also solicit teachers’ 

views. Using both young people and teachers’ views create a diverse view on child 

abuse from both young and old members of the society. Using teachers in the study 

emanate both from a cultural standpoint and the view that teachers are gate 

keepers.Thus, to get to students it has to be done through teachers. More so from 

my personal cultural bias which views adults as the pillars of the society thus the 

need to also hear from them especially in such an issue as child abuse. In this study, 

young people are represented by students and therefore young peoples’ views on 

child abuse stand for their experience and those of other children in their society. 

Therefore, when I refer to young people’s views on child abuse subsequently it will 

represent both young people’s individual experiences, shared experiences and views 

in general.  

 

The research employs a qualitative approach where verbal data is acquired 

through focus groups discussions of young people below 18years and interviews of 

teachers from school A and school B (Arts and Science sections, Guardian 

Counsellors, Discipline Masters and Principals). An ecological theoretical framework 

is used as a guide for classifying themes within different levels. Thus, within the 

different levels (individual, family, social and cultural levels) themes provide an 

understanding of the influences of child abuse in the Cameroonian context.   
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1.3  Outline of the Study 

Chapter 1 introduces the topic and sets the premise for the study. It also provides 

an outline of the study. In chapter 2, there is the presentation of a brief history and 

location of Cameroon. Chapter 2 in addition examines the Cameroonian family and 

also conceptualizes the African (Cameroon) childhood. Furthermore, in this chapter, 

child protection laws in Cameroon are examined. In chapter 3, I examine the 

definition of child abuse and look at the different approaches to the study of child 

abuse. Furthermore, I also examine the ecological framework of child abuse then 

finishes the chapter by examining the conceptual framework for the study.  

      In chapter four, I examine the research task followed by the research approach 

including a review of the study area and the study participants. In this chapter, I 

discuss the data analysis processes and presentation. I conclude this chapter by 

examining the ethical consideration and verification and validity of the study. 

Chapter five is an empirical chapter which focuses on analysing and interpreting 

findings on young people’s views on child abuse. In this chapter themes are analysed 

within the individual, family, social and cultural level. Chapter six focuses on 

analysing and interpreting teachers’ views of child abuse within the family, social and 

cultural levels. 

      In chapter seven, I present the differences and similarities between young 

people’s views and teachers’ views on child abuse. Chapter eight is the conclusion 

chapter where the limitations and suggestions for future research are examined. In 

this chapter I equally advance some recommendations; and finally present the 

implication of findings. 
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2 LOCATING CAMEROON  

2.1  Brief History and Location of Cameroon 

 
Cameroon is located in Central Africa at the bottom of the Gulf of Guinea. It covers 

a surface area of 475650km² of which 466050km² is continental surface area while 

9600km² is water surface area. It is triangular in shape and shares borders to the 

South with Congo, Gabon and Equatorial Guinea. To the Southwest of Cameroon 

is the Atlantic Ocean. Nigeria is to its west, Chad to its north-east, and to its east is 

the Central African Republic. Cameroon derived its name from River Wouri named 

by Portuguese Rio dos Camaroes meaning River of Prawns. It has about 279 ethnic 

groups thus ethnically diverse grouped under the Bantu, semi Bantu, Moslem and 

Chambas (Ngoh, 1987). All these diverse ethnic groups have different languages and 

cultures. The country has been ascribed an ethnic fractionalization score of 0.89 

higher than the sub Saharan average of 0.64 (Fearon & Laitin, 2005, Fearon &Laitin, 

2003). According to Alesina et al. (2003) fractionalization data scale, Cameroon is 

the fifth most ethnically diverse of 162 countries examined. This diverse ethnic 

groups have given rise to a multiplicity of political and socio-cultural issues. 

 

Cameroon has two official languages English and French. Political and social 

divisions are influenced by ethnicity, religion, language and colonial heritage which 

converge to give rise to grievances (Fearon &Laitin, 2005).Some of the grievances 

being advanced are for instance the Northerners want more political power for a 

compensation of their number and their role in determining the election results in 

the country. Bamilekes have been left in the cold for long following their financial 

power. The state does not want to mix political power and economic power. The 

Bassa claim the right to more positions owing to the deadly role they played and 

effects of the decolonisation process against France. They were the uncompensated 

brains behind the independence of Cameroon. Then the Anglophone palaver of 

marginalisation not leaving out the general issues of bad governance, lack of 

equitable distribution of resources, corruption, huge embezzlement of public funds, 

the state hostage taking by a minority and specific ethnic entity just to name a few.  
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According to the United Nations estimation, Cameroon has a population of about 

24 million (http://countrymeters.info/en/Cameroon). It has an essentially youthful 

population with 42.6% being below 15years and 19.55 below 25. Between the ages 

of 0-54 there are more males than females and a sex ratio of 1.01 male/female. 

Furthermore, it has a median age of 18.5. (www.cia.gov/library/publications/). 

Cameroon has a growth rate of approximately 2.58% and an annual urbanization 

rate of 3.6%, in 2016 it was estimated that 54.4% of the population lives in urban 

areas (www.cia.gov/library/publications/). 

 

Cameroon has ten provinces. Eight are French speaking and two are English 

speaking. Its major cities are Douala (economic capital) and Yaoundé (capital). The 

English speaking provinces are the North West and South West Regions. The North 

West is made up of "Fondoms”. These Fondoms are mostly patrilineal while very 

few Fondoms are matrilineal such as Kom. On the other hand the South West region 

has a less hierarchical system although they have chiefs (warrant chief). The cultures 

of the North West together with its social organization is related to that of the 

western region (Bamiléké,) which is French speaking. 

 

Christianity and Islamism are the two main religions. Most of the country is 

comprised of Christians and Muslims and the rest practice traditional religions. 

Christians make up 40%, Muslims 20%, while the rest 40% practice indigenous 

religions. Muslims in the North covers three regions (the Adamaoua, North, and 

Extreme North). The Germans were known for establishing Protestantism while the 

French established Catholicism as the primary religion (Chiabi, 1997). Because of its 

culture, geographical diversity, ethnicity and linguistic make up, Cameroon is 

described as “Africa in miniature”. Although Cameroon can be described as 

“modern”, from an African perspective, traditional practices still prevail. For 

instance women still very much expect men to speak on their behalf (Atanga, 2010) 

in spite of the literacy rate of 84.4% for men and 73.4% for women.  

 

The Bakas (Pygmies) are deemed to be the earliest inhabitants of Cameroon. They 

are located in the forest of South and East regions of Cameroon. The Bantu of 

Cameroon inhabit the highlands. The Bantus speak the same or, similar languages. 

There exist two versions of explanation for the origin of the Bantus. One is that they 

originated from West Africa around the Cameroon highlands and Baunchi Plateau 

of Nigeria and then spread. Another version suggests that they originated from the 

South Eastern Congo from the Katanga region and then spread to other parts of 
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Africa. Around 1770 and 1800 the Fulani Muslim conquered and occupied Northern 

Cameroon.  

        

       Cameroon came in contact with the Europeans in 1472.When the Portuguese 

arrived on the coast of Cameroon and because of the availability of shrimps in the 

river Wouri where they anchored they named the river “Rio Dos Cameroes” 

meaning River of prawn. The prevalence of malaria prevented Cameroon from being 

conquered until late 1870. Although the Portuguese were the first to arrive in 

Cameroon, the Germans were the first to colonize Cameroon in 1884 and made its 

capital Buea after they signed a treaty with Douala kings (Njeuma, 1990). After the 

First World War, on February 20th, 1916, France and Britain took over the control 

of Cameroon from the Germans after the league of nation partitioned it. This 

partition resulted in East Cameroon (French Cameroon) and West Cameroon, 

(English Cameroon). The British further separated West Cameroon in to two 

administrative zones, northern zone and the southern zone. These two colonial 

powers reportedly implemented divergent colonial policies in these regions (Nfi, 

2012). This partition of Cameroon and the further partition of British Cameroon 

(into British Northern Cameroon and British Southern Cameroon) in 1922 sowed 

in the seed of division in Cameroon (Konings & Nyamnjoh, 2003). The British 

administered Southern Cameroon as part of Nigeria. Their governance has been 

described as very passive. It is stated that the British used Cameroon as a bargaining 

chip in a broader colonial settlement (Lee & Schultz, 2012). The British took the 

smaller portion of the territory. This is because they did not want to bear any 

financial responsibility that was associated with running a colony this enabled them 

to better consolidate their boundaries and protect their Nigerian colony (Fombad, 

2012, Ngoh, 1990). More over since the territory was a United Nation Trust 

Territory there was no profit to be made from it (Percival, 2008). Britain 

administered West Cameroon from Nigeria and as such western Cameroon was 

deprived of development funds and educational opportunities (Chiabi, 1997). 

According to Chiabi (1997, p.11) “British disinterest in Cameroon left a legacy of 

confusion and uncertainty that is felt even today”. British administration of Southern 

Cameroon was viewed as neglectful (Konings, & Nyamnjoh, 1997). Their concept 

of indirect role did not suit the Southern part of Cameroon because it had a wide 

variety of ethnic groups which resulted in confusion. This is because Southern 

Cameroon did not have a centralized political institution as oppose to the northern 

zone which already had a well-established Fulani Emirates which extended from 

Nigeria (Lee & Schultz, 2012, Chiabi, 1997). 
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The French on the other hand focus on integrating the colony with France. The 

French had what can be described as a “quasi-direct” system of administration (Lee 

& Schultz, 2012). They were aggressive and relied more on military force. To 

Cameroonians, Cameroon looked as if it was under military occupation (Chiabi, 

1997). France benefited from the territory geographical and economic wealth till 

present. It was often as in the case of the construction and building of roads that 

France used forced labor. They also forced Cameroonians to work in plantations 

and factories that were European owned (Word, 2008). France used her power to 

suppress the chiefs and basically destroyed the traditional leadership. Cameroonians 

were in authority in rare cases (Chiabi, 1997). France’s aim was to assimilate 

Cameroonians to the French way of life. Chiabi (1997, p. 26) describes it as “French 

voices and actions permeated French Cameroon”. Communities made of French 

families were formed and they saw themselves as Cameroonians and to this effect 

Cameroon was considered an extension of France often referred to as "France 

d’outre mer" (Word, 2008, p. 11).  

 

In 1960 French Cameroon got its independence and became "La Republic du 

Cameroon" (Fanso, 1989). In 1961, after the plebiscite, Southern Cameroon voted 

and joined La Republic du Cameroon and the two became the Federal Republic of 

Cameroon (Konings, 2004, Fombad, 2012). However, the northern zone of British 

Cameroon joined Nigeria (Jua & Konings, 2004, Fombad, 2012). Although Southern 

Cameroon was said to have voted to join Francophone Cameroon during the 

plebiscite, this union according to Southern Cameroonians still felt like an 

annexation since they were not presented with the third option which was the 

opportunity to be a sovereign state (Chaibi, 1997).There was discontent from the 

coastal indigenes who favored the integration with Nigeria. They rejected the result 

of the plebiscite and tabled a petition to the United Nation. After the vote, the coastal 

region rejected reunification while most (Grassfield) people were in favor of 

reunification with Cameroon with exception such as Nkambe division. They voted 

against reunification as they felt that it was not proper to impose reunification (Nfi, 

2012). 

Eckert described “decolonization in Cameroon as extremely violent, followed by 

one of the most repressive post-colonial African regimes” (Eckert, 1999, p. 111). 

Since independence Cameroon has had two heads of states. In 1972 Cameroon 

became the United Republic of Cameroon (unitary state) and the Republic of 

Cameroon since 1986 (map 1). This latter appellation has, however, remained a bone 

of contention and till date Southern Cameroon is still fighting for its independence 

which in recent time has intensified. The plight of the “Southern Cameroonian” of 
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recent has been brought back to light with ghost towns being held in the two English 

regions advocating for independence of Southern Cameroon. Killings and burning 

of villages by the military have become a daily experience. The separatists’ forces 

sponsor by separatists leaders living abroad in Europe, USA, Nigeria, South Africa 

etc on the other hand are also carrying out killings and burnings of schools and 

government buildings. People or anybody who seem to have a different view or not 

do as they are told are targets. The South West and North West provinces have 

turned in to a killing field. While all this is going on thousands of locals have become 

refugees seeking refuge in neighboring country of Nigeria or in some other parts of 

Cameroon. Children have felt the impact of this as they have not been able to resume 

school in this area since December 2016 to present .Children’s education has been 

taken hostage. Schools are being burnt and children seen wearing uniforms are 

threatened with violence. The future of children’ education is hanging on a peril for 

political benefits. Children seem to be the easy target as their vulnerability continues 

to show in this clash of power.   
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Map of Cameroon showing its ten regions and border countries 

 

Figure 1Cameroon with its ten regions and border countries (http://www.mapsofworld.com/cameroon/maps) 

Although it has been more than 50 years after colonization, Cameroon still faces 

socio-cultural, economic and political challenges. As already mention Cameroon 

with a multitude of identities has given rise to a politics of “indigenes” and “non-

indigenes” which is referred to in Cameroon as a conflict of "autochthones” and 

“allochthons” (Gescliere &Njomnjoh, 2000). Ethnocentrism plays a role in 

contemporary politics in Cameroon whereby people who work in government 

institutions tend to come from the same ethnic group or tribe as the person heading 

that institution. As a result it has left some people in the country feeling more 

Cameroonian than others. This has also given rise to the “Anglophone problem” 

brought in to existence by the union between French Cameroon and English 

Cameroon, thus the marginalization of Anglophones (Konings & Njomnjoh, 2003). 

  

    Diversity does have its advantages. However, it has created some negative 

influences such as inflicting on society ills such as tribalism, nepotism which fuel 

http://www.mapsofworld.com/cameroon/maps
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corruption and bribery (Atekmangoh, 2011).Transparency International in 1998 

classified Cameroon as the most corrupt country. This level of corruption has far 

reaching consequences. According to Ndeh (2010) Cameroon is experiencing serious 

political crisis that has profound economic repercussion. Ndeh insinuates that 

neopatrimonialism is the driving force behind the production of poverty. This 

neopatrimonial rule has led to a political system which is controlled by personal 

mechanism and greed. The country‘s wealth and revenue are in the hands of selected 

few. According to statistic more than 17% of the population live on less than one 

dollar a day while fifty-one percent on less than two dollars a day (Ndeh, 2010). 

 

It is interesting to note that by 1946 Cameroon was classified as a poor country 

and by 1990 it was moved to the status of a heavily indebted poor country (Briton 

wood IMF and World Bank description). Institutional robbery is said to have left the 

masses in poverty (Bayart, 1993, Ndeh, 2010). The result of this kind of system is 

that wealth is in the hands of a few and consequently the social deterioration of the 

society.  According to Kah (2010, p. 21), this political culture has developed various 

strands best described in the local discourse as “politics na njangi”, “Scratch my back 

I scratch your back”. It can best be referred to as a political culture of "gluttonocracy, 

arrogance, connectocracy".  

 

The rate and level of corruption is alarming. Corruption in the context of 

Cameroon is not only a social issue but has become a national culture. This is because 

many people have become immune to it while it is causing devastating consequences 

at every level and in every sector of the society. For example, oil revenue which is 

something that is supposed to be for the entire country was never included into the 

national budget. It remained a secret affair managed by the presidency and the 

general manager of Société Nationale de Raffinage (SONARA). It was not until 

recently that the World Bank and IMF compelled the government to include oil 

revenue into the national budget (Ndeh, 2015). Furthermore, merit counts for 

nothing. For example the case of the University of Buea under the Leadership of Dr 

Nalova Lyonga where “meritocracy has been completely sacrificed for ethnic 

empowerment of the Bakwerians” (Ndeh, 2015, p. 2). Recruitment into the public 

service is based on Godfather throwing merit out of the window. People bribe their 

way through everything. Such levels of corruption has led to injustice, inequality and 

consequently increase in the gap between the poor and the rich. This kind of culture 

has brought about inefficiency, unaccountability, unfairness and poverty. 
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Speaking of poverty, Cameroon has a fragile economy. Although endowed with 

natural resources ranging from agricultural products like coffee, cocoa, rubber, tea, 

banana, crude  oil just to name a few, the country still languishes in poverty and has 

one of the world lowest per capita income (Ndeh, 2010).The country experienced 

economic crisis between 1985 and 1994 (Eloundou- Enyegue et al., 2000). During 

this period household revenue dropped and the living condition of Cameroonians 

deteriorated (National Institute of Statistic, 2008).This decline in family income led 

to a rise in education costs and high unemployment. After the crisis the country 

implemented the structural adjustment plan or reforms so as to achieve the HIPIC 

decision and completion point. However, according to the 2015-2020  country 

strategy paper “growth remained sustained at 5.3% in 2014 against 5.5% in 2013, but 

still fell below the 6% target set in the 2010-2020 GESP” (2015-2020 Country 

Strategy Paper for Cameroon, 2015). Although, the achievement of the MDGs 

(millennium development goals) and poverty reduction was viewed as positive, the 

macro-economic performance however, did not meet the country’s target. This led 

to the deferment of the MDGs in 2015 (2015-2020 Country Strategy Paper for 

Cameroon, 2015). So as much as the country has been said to experience a little 

economic growth since 2008, the growth is not strong enough to have any impact 

on poverty taking into account the 2.6% demographic increase and an inflation rate 

of 2.2%. 

Women and children have continued to experience high levels of poverty. This 

is made more difficult by the fact that women have a lower literacy rate than men.  

According to the 2015-2020 country strategy paper, girls have seen a high rate of 

school drop out with a 30% drop-out rate for girls in primary schools and early 

pregnancy rates standing at 21%. Poverty in women and children has been 

exacerbated by a decline in women activities, where 78.8% of women are under-

employed (2015-2020 Country Strategy Paper for Cameroon, 2015). Under such an 

economy children have no choice but to engage in child work (child labour) which 

often is at the detriment of their education, health and safety.  According to SOS 

Cameroon, young children often become the breadwinners for an entire family 

(www.sos-childrensvillages.org/where-we-help/africa/cameroon). 

 

Knowing that there is an association between socio- economic status and child 

abuse then this level of poverty only turns to foster or booster child abuse. Although 

this does not mean that people experiencing poverty abuse their children, however 

children’s lives are affected by their parent’s socio-economic status. Because of such 

high level of poverty, two very disturbing forms of child labour in Cameroon have 

emerged, that is child slavery and trafficking of children (Hindman, 2009). Children 



 

33 

can often be seen hawking, prostituting, or use as domestic servants. The Ministry 

of Social Affairs advances that children from the rural areas are “loaned” to families 

or people in urban areas to become house helps, baby sitters, prostitutes or even 

hawkers (Hindman, 2009, US department of labour, 2015). Child trafficking is said 

to account for 84% of child labour (Hindman, 2009). Within this process of child 

slavery and child trafficking, children are exposed to sexual, physical and emotional 

abuse. Sexual abuse is also viewed as a growing problem in Cameroon according to 

the non-governmental organization “The School as an Instrument of Peace (EIP)” 

(http://www.voanews.com/a/child-sexual-abuse-growing-in-cameroon-study-

says). Tsafack & Ntamack (2005) document that in Cameroon, poverty, family size, 

education, quality of life and residence explain child labour. Lanchman et al. (2002) 

established that because of high levels of poverty in Africa, people have gotten into 

survival instinct mode characteristics which have resulted in wars, child trafficking, 

early marriages, child prostitution, and embezzlement among others. With wide 

spread poverty, children end up at a receiving end and often are obliged to participate 

in activities that will support the family economically. It is therefore no surprise that 

in Africa 41% of children work.  The highest proportion of children working are 

found in Sub-Saharan Africa with at least one in five children involved in child labour 

(http://ilo.org/ipec/Regionsandcountries/Africa/lang--en/index.htm).Studies 

show that 40% of children between 6 and 14 in Cameroon are victims of the worst 

forms of labour (National Institute of Statistics, 2007). 

 

Table 1Statistics on Children’s Work and Education. Source for primary completion rate: Data from 2014, published by 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2015.  

 

Statistics on Children’s Work and Education 

Children Age  Percentages 

Working (% and population) 5-14yrs 56.2 

Attending School (%) 5-14yrs 79.7 

Combining Work and School 

(%) 

7-14yrs 52.7 

Primary Completion Rate (%)  72.2 
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Bass (2004, p. 53) sums this better when he advances: 

Forty years later, children are born in societies strapped with debts and low 

incomes, therefore children toil away their childhood in order to eke out a living for 

their families and pay the debts of the previous generation of elites.  

 

In Cameroon according to Amin (1994) many children are involved in manual 

labour so as to survive or to provide or supplement the family income. Thus, in a 

need to help the family, children have become hawkers in an effort to alleviate their 

family from poverty. Child hawking is considered as a product of circumstances 

which is a result of economic hardship (Okokon & Charles, 2004). In this same 

regards, want and need have prompted people to send their girl children for early 

marriages. Poverty therefore has continuously put children in Cameroon into a cycle 

of exploitation and have made their lives very difficult. According to Bibi et al. 

(2010), the monetary poverty rate for children in Cameroon is about 50.11%. This 

means that one in two children is considered poor. The Far North, Adamaoua and 

North the three Northern regions have the highest monetary poverty rate of 75%, 

68%, and 78.8%, respectively (Bibi et al., 2010). The East and the North West have 

averages above the national average of 67.7% and 64.9% respectively. On the other 

hand Yaounde with 8.2% of the children population and Douala 7.6% of children 

population relatively have low monetary poverty rates of 0.9% and 1%. 

 

According to survey, Yaounde and Douala have low percentages of occupied 

children (NIS & BUCREP, 2007). One out of ten children in Douala and Yaounde 

is involved in an economic activity while in other regions like the East, West and 

Adamawa an average of six out of ten children are involved in an economic activity 

(NIS, 2008). In effect, 51.1% of children in the rural area are involved in economic 

activity compared to 17.9% of children in urban areas. Also in relation to gender 

more girls 58.3% are involved in occupied activities compared to 41.7% of boys. It 

was recorded that from 1996-1997, 4% of spending went toward social service 

spending while not more than 36% of government spending went toward debt 

servicing. Therefore so long as more is spent on debt servicing poverty remains 

embedded in the society. This has made it increasingly difficult to find an internal 

government led programme with no foreign actors such as Global Funds, UNICEF 

etc. There is often the presence of an international body behind many initiatives. For 

instance, the government in collaboration with the Ministry of Social Affairs, 

UNICEF and the French Cooperation, in 2004 developed a national support 

programme for vulnerable and orphan children. This programme was meant to 

support orphans and vulnerable children (OVC) with medical, social, nutritional and 
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academic needs. This programme received funding from the Global Fund. 

According to Kojoué (2016) about 180,000 OVC were identified for support 

between 2006-2010 they barely covered 25% of the target. After two years, the 

programme just stopped, it is only in 2008 that UNICEF activated the children; HIV 

and AIDS program after signing the 2008-2012 cooperation programme with the 

Cameroon government (Kojoué, 2016). Another of such example is in addressing 

the growing issue of sexual abuse of children. The Cameroon ministry of social 

affairs had to collaborate with UNICEF and the Ecole Instrument de Paix (EIP) to 

organise a workshop. If such programmes are not backed by international 

organization there seem to be no political zeal to carry them on (Kojoué, 2016). 

Because of lack in political will we continue to hear reports on children being 

mutilated, killed, kidnapped or missing children (some as young as a day old missing 

from hospitals). In recent times, there have been cases of pregnant women left 

unattended in hospitals resulting in dead. One of such case occurred in March 11, 

2016 where a pregnant women named Ms Koumateke was refused entry into the 

hospital only for her to die at the doors of the Douala's Laquintini Hospital. A 

relative to Ms Koumateke had to resort to using a razor blade to operate on the dead 

woman in a desperate bid to save the twin. One was born dead while the other was 

born alive but died immediately 

(http://www.africanews.com/2016/03/14/cameroon-hundreds-protest-the-death-

of-a-pregnantwoman//,http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

3491872/Pregnant-woman-left-die-steps-Cameroon). This unfortunate happening 

could be viewed live because of social media as videos were streamed and posted all 

over social media. However, with the coming of many NGOs and some international 

organizations, children issues are coming to light even though solving them remains 

a big issue. This lack of political will is seen in all areas e.g since the introduction of 

the concept of good governance in Cameroon in the 1990s, till date, there is nothing 

to show for it. Ndeh, (2015, p. 2) states “there is the zeal to realize this concept but 

this is not backed by the good will and determination to see this dream come true.” 

Ndeh goes further to reiterate that good governance is much more theoretical when 

it comes to Cameroon then practical. 

2.2   The Cameroonian Family  

The family is the fundamental unit of any society. It is that unit that provides care 

and support to its members. It plays a very important role in a child’s life or its 
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development. Families in Cameroon play a role in economic, social control, social 

behavior of individuals (Fleischer, 2007). For Africans according to Mbiti (1969): 

  The family has a much wider circle of members than the word suggests in Europe 

or North America. In a traditional society, the family includes children, parents, 

grandparents, uncles, aunts, brothers and sisters who may have their own children 

and other immediate relatives. (p. 104) 

       A Cameroonian nuclear family has an average of five to six children (Mbaku, 

2005). It has a fertility rate of 4.47 children per woman (Odekon, 2006, Keller, 2012). 

Monogamy is practiced among the urban educated elites and Christians, while 

polygamy is wide spread among traditionalists and Muslims societies (Mbaku, 2005). 

Mbaku further states that about one-third of the married population in Cameroon 

are in polygamous relationships. As a result of these polygamous relationships, the 

size of the family increases. There is this general believe that most African men are 

polygamous in nature and even in monogamous relationships they will keep other 

women outside the marriage.  

    The family plays a vital role in social control (Fleischer, 2007).Cameroon has a 

traditional hetero sexual family system which is rooted in the patriarchal order 

(Atekmangoh, 2011). This patriarchal form of family is hierarchical in nature with 

age and gender being the determining factors. In this regards there is the distinction 

of roles between male and female. It has been noted that cultural norms continue to 

give priority to the male child. Men are the head of the family and with respect to 

age, elderly women wield power and respect than younger men. According to Ngale 

(2009) the image of the Cameroonian traditional “super father” accounts only 10% 

of input for the children moral education while the mothers account for 42.9% of 

moral education. Culture acknowledges the authority of the father over his family 

but his role in child care is negligible as fathers are not ascribed specific child care 

roles (Nsamenang, 2000, Kah, 2012).  

     A traditional Cameroonian father is considered as authoritarian and emotionally 

distant from his children, very domineering and inaccessible. Ngale (2009) describes 

this inflexible authoritarian parenting as obsolete since it has become dysfunctional 

and redundant in the present socio-cultural and economic setting as well as 

contemporary times. Women in Cameroon like in most other African countries are 

the primary care givers. They are responsible for the overall wellbeing of their 

families. Contemporary Cameroon however, is seeing a shift in the role fathers play 
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in childcare. This shift is of two kinds, a shift from being an active and dominant 

figure to either being physically absent or having intermittent dominant influence to 

playing a more hands on role in child care (Kah, 2012). Here, we can talk of fathers 

who are present and authoritative; those who are accommodative but absent; those 

who are absent and authoritative; and those that are accommodative and accessible.   

According to Kah (2012) urbanization, poverty, economic crisis, health conditions 

and changes in the culture of work have increased women’s work load outside the 

home. This has also led to some fathers being more engaged in child care than their 

ancestors. Kah (2012) advances that the responsibilities of men tend to be strongly 

influenced by class, socio-economic situation, experience and environment. 

Nsamenang (2000) on the other hand states that parental role is understood within 

the context of marriage and social and collective enterprise. 

      The social, economic and psychological security of members of a family is 

provided within this unit. For most Cameroonian like many Africans, a person exists 

in connection with his or her family. Therefore, his or her identity is obtained from 

the group.  The prevalent family pattern in Cameroon is the extended family which 

is often patrilineal in nature except with a few exception like the Kom that are 

matrilineal as cited before (Ngale, 2009). In Cameroon like in most other African 

countries, families have a strong extended family. It is this system of lineage and kin 

that provides a sense of solidarity, protection and belonging.  According to 

Nsamenang (1987), the centripetal system of life allows for a broad system of 

extended family relationship which is very important in Africa. Mbiti (1969) states: 

      In traditional life, the individual does not and cannot exist alone except 

corporately. He owes his existence to other people including those of past 

generations and his contemporaries. He is simply part of a whole. The community 

must therefore make, create, or produce the individual; the individual depends on 

the corporate group. . . Only in terms of other people does the individual become 

conscious of his being, because of his own duties, his privileges and responsibilities 

toward himself and other people. When he suffers he does not suffer alone but with 

the corporate group, when he rejoices he rejoices not alone but with his kinsmen, 

his neighbours, and his relatives whether dead or living. When he gets married he is 

not alone neither does the wife belong to him alone. So children belong to the 

corporate body of kinsmen even if they have only their fathers’ names. Whatever 

happens to a child happens to the whole group, and whatever happens to the whole 

group happens to the individual. (p. 108) 
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It is in the light of this understanding that children in Cameroon are often raised in 

a close family setting. An extensive network of kin provides a supportive fellowship 

in child rearing and security (Nsamenang, 1992). Here child rearing is considered as 

a collective responsibility. For this reason a child belongs to a kin group and child 

care becomes a shared responsibility among members of a kin. In the extended 

family, a network is formed which acts as a support and welfare of children and 

family members (Amato et al., 2007). This network created by kin provides support 

in time of hardship. Therefore, there is expectation that a man treats his children and 

those of his sisters or brothers equally and if possible provides for all of them without 

discrimination (Mbaku, 2005). The extended family in the Cameroonian context has 

a strong influence on family members.For instance according to Fleischer, (2007) 

the decision for an individual to migrate is never that of the individual but that of 

the authority figures in his or her extended family. As such the principal aim of 

migrants is not to pursue their own goals. It is also because of this system of extended 

family that child fostering has been established. As a result scarce resources can be 

managed effectively as family members who are wealthier are expected to help out 

poorer family members.  

     As already mentioned family size in the Cameroonian context, is large and 

extended. It includes people related by blood, marriage and adoption. Even when a 

man and a woman are married and begin a nuclear family, they are still considered 

as members of a larger family (Mbaku, 2005). These large family sizes can often have 

influences on children.  For example according to Eloundou-Enyegue (2000) 

children from large families who have many siblings often enrol late in school and 

would repeat grades and finally drop out of school earlier than children from smaller 

families. There is a 36% increase rate drop out seen in elementary school children 

from families with six or more children (Eloundou-Enyegue, 2000).This is 

influenced by the resources that has to be shared between many children and as a 

cosequence more children from large families would drop out of school or would 

receive low quality of education. According to the World Bank (2014):  

       In Cameroon, 17% of children of official primary school ages are out of 

school……approximately 15% of boys of primary school age are out of school 

compared to 19% of girls of the same age…………nearly 33% of female youth of 

secondary school age are out of school compared to 22% of male youth of the same 

age. (p. 1) 
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However, like in most cultures where the family is the most natural environment for 

human development, it has undergone some profound changes following economic, 

social or demographic reasons (Ngale, 2009). These changes have affected all aspects 

of its traditional life. This has a strain on the extended families. This strain or burden 

can also be as a result of changes taking place.  For example AIDS has been a great 

contributing factor to this change. According to Bass (2004): 

 AIDS has broken up the family structure, and it is now common to see grandparents 

caring for children solely, countless children caring for children, and many orphans 

caring for orphans. (p. 59) 

It can be true to say that changes in the social structure have resulted in changes in 

the roles of the extended families. Coupled with the lack of institutions or structures, 

to counter some of these strains put on the family these changes seem to 

compromise the communal bond of living. Thus, families with many children are 

exposed to risks because of such changes. 

2.3     Child and concept of childhood in Cameroon  

Childhood, according to Merriam-Webster dictionary, is the state or period of being 

a child. Merriam-Wester also defines it as the early period in the development of 

something. Cambrirdge dictionary defines it as the time when someone is a child. 

Childhood is a transitory time for an individual. Even though it is momentary, it is 

often viewed as a lasting structural category in spite of the fact that its members 

change constantly and its characteristics and conceptions change historically 

(Corsaro, 2005). Childhood is thus that period in which children are made ready to 

access the society, even though children are part of the society from birth (Corsaro, 

2005). It is a structural form and is interrelated with other structural categories such 

as social class, age and gender (Qvortrup, 1999, Corsaro, 2005). When there are 

changes in this structural arrangement it affects the nature of childhood. Two 

fundamental concepts are attributed to the concept of childhood. According to the 

sociological study of childhood, children are not just dormant but active social agents 

who are capable of producing their own distinct culture, at the same time they 

concurrently contribute to the production of adult societies. Furthermore, childhood 

is a period which is socially constructed in which children live their lives (Corsaro, 

2005, Jenks, 1982).  
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Many Africans when they talk about their childhood it is often done with a lot of 

nostalgia and there is often that feeling of reminiscence. In Camara Laye’s 1954 

autobiography “The African Child”, he portrays his childhood as peaceful and 

happy. However, when Africa is portrayed by the media or outsiders they often 

portray it as a place of death and collapse, a place where children face difficulties, 

brutal and a short life. Although, children face immense difficulties in Africa, this is 

not the only story. As a social construct, childhood is understood in different ways 

in different parts of the world, as such there is no universal phenomenon as regards 

childhood as there exist a variety of childhood (Ndofirepi & Shumba, 2014, 

Nsamenang, 2008, Prout & James, 1990). According to Boakye-Boaten (2010):  

Children are social beings whose world is constructed within a historical and a 

cultural frame of reference and an attempt to universalize the concept of the child 

leads not only to a misunderstanding of the world of children, but also tantamount 

to interpretational fallacies. (p. 105) 

     According to Umobong (2010), in the traditional African society, the training of 

the child was the sole responsibility of the parents and the members of the 

community…. Parents trained the child in a way that is suitable and acceptable by 

the standards of the society. (p.108). 

The church and the mosque for example have a big role to play in the lives of many 

Cameroonian families. In Cameroon, religion is seen as a source of moral and ethical 

values thus being an integral part of a family and culture. In spite of the fact that 

many Cameroonians practice Christianity or Islamism, they still continue to practice 

and respect their local beliefs and norms. For instance in the Nso cultural community 

in Cameroon the relationship between the family and the wider social group is 

considered to be harmonious and hierarchical (Keller et al., 2005, Nsamenang & 

Lamb, 1994, Nsamenang, 1992). Young mothers are taught basic child psychology 

by elders and experienced women in the community (Keller et al., 2005). In this 

learning process, they are thought how to discipline their children. It is vital that 

children are raised in a way that is seen as acceptable according to culture. To 

preserve the survival of their culture and society, societies depend very much on how 

they socialize their children. Therefore, how children communicate, act, feel and 

think, within social relationships becomes a virtue of their cultural settings 

(Ndofirepi & Shumba, 2014). What a child means and how it is to be treated is done 
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within its cultural setting, where what it means to be a child and how they should be 

treated is transmitted (Ndofirepi & Shumba, 2014). 

       From a Cameroonian context, a child is seen as a gift from God (a theocentric 

approach). Children in this setting are to maintain the survival of a family and are 

expected to be cultural agents promoting its ways of life. They are valued for their 

presence and multiple contributions within the family and the community (Okwany 

et al., 2011). According to Nsamenang, a Cameroonian child performs a much wider 

range of activities such as economic activities and maintenance activities compared 

to children from developed countries (Nsamenang, 2008). They are in this sense a 

social security for the family and the community. They are thus considered as 

important partners in family life as they are expected to be responsible and engaged 

(Nsamenang, 2008). In article 31 of The African charter of the right and welfare of 

the child a section concerning the responsibilities of a child is added which states 

that the child has the duty to:  

    A) work for the cohesion of the family, to respect his parents, superiors and elders 

at all times and assist them in case of need;  (b) serve his national community by 

placing his physical and intellectual abilities at its service; (c) preserve and strengthen 

social and national solidarity; (d) preserve and strengthen African cultural values in 

his relations with other members of the society, in the spirit of tolerance, dialogue 

and consultation and to contribute to the moral well-being of society; (e) preserve 

and strengthen the independence and the integrity of his country; (f) contribute to 

the best of his abilities at all times, and at all levels, to the promotion and achievement 

of African Unity . 

      African children therefore have a responsibility toward their own families and 

also to the larger society as a whole. This way of viewing childhood is considered 

quite different from how childhood is perceived in the western perspective as a 

protective realm (Nsamenang, 2008, Golden, 2005). According to Stephen (1995, p. 

4) the western perspective is said to be influence by the belief that “modern children 

are supposed to be segregated from harsh realities of the adult world and to inhabit 

a safe, protected world of play, fantasy, and innocence”. Beliefs, values and practices 

determine how children are raised and treated, consequently childhood is influenced 

by culture which shapes the nature of child development. How a family brings up 

their children turn to be a reflection of their cultural believes, as it offers a  parental 

framework on how parents understand and think about their children, families or 
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choices they make on how to raise culturally competent children (Nsamenang, 2006 

, Harkness et al., 2001). For example a Cameroonian Nso mother is said to believe 

that in order to facilitate child obedience and regulation there is need for the use of 

a proximal parenting style that is body contact, body stimulation (Chen, 2009, Keller 

et al., 2004). However, cultures may sometimes have practices or norms that can 

interfere with an individual’s or a child’s wellbeing. For example the cultural practice 

of female genital mutilation, the place of the girl or woman in the family that is 

gender and gender roles. Even though, children are partners in development in their 

families and perform a wide range of activities, childhood in Cameroon is still seen 

as a period of learning. This is because children are still seen as incompetent, 

immature, irrational, passive, asocial, cultural and dependent (Ndofirepi & Shumba, 

2014). For them to become competent, mature and full human being they have to 

be shaped through socialization (Ndofirepi & Shumba, 2014). Although children are 

viewed as a blank slate on which knowledge is to be impacted, parents and adults do 

not however encourage children’s propensity to be inquisitive and questioning. This 

is because questioning of adult by children is considered rude and disrespectful 

(Ndofirepi & Shumba, 2014). They are however just expected to watch and learn. 

According to Nsamenang (2008), parent’s use tacit cultural techniques and strategies 

that provoke the cognitive faculties to induce behavioral and affective changes and 

adjustment to knowledge and skills acquisition and social situations. They trigger and 

prime children’s agency, such as that incited by not providing direct answers to 

children’s queries or curiosities…… If a child asks for an explanation of how a 

parent or mentor performed a specific skilled activity or procedure, the characteristic 

query would refer to whether the child does not “see or hear”. This translates literally 

into anticipation that “You are expected to observe, notice, learn, and understand 

what and how to do what is done. One doesn’t have to ask me. Learn!” (p. 15)  

     Ndofirepi & Shumba (2014) advance that because communities prescribe norms 

which individuals are expected to follow as definitive, children do not have the 

option to question but just receive and live by them. They are therefore expected to 

learn but not necessarily expected to question. What this does in turn is that it 

prevents any sort of dialogue since children are just expected to learn, receive and 

live by it. In this regard, children are viewed much more as “citizens-in-waiting” and 

therefore are “… potential bearers of rights, and they may exercise these rights only 

when they have reached the age of reason” (Arniel, 2002, p. 70). With such a 

philosophy, a child’s voice is drowned and silenced in adult-child relationships, 

despite the fact that strength and independence are fostered from a very early age. 
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Although children here are conceived “as not yet” by traditional Africans, children 

by large are expected to participate and contribute to the family welfare which in 

itself can be very contradictory to the traditional African way of seeing children.                           

      Childhood in Cameroon therefore can also be defined by the ability to perform 

certain tasks as it is the period of training. Children are demanded to perform tasks 

sometimes even arduous tasks since this better prepares them for life. Cameroonian 

children, learn to perform chores and work from a very early age. They are given 

house or community chores that act as learning tools. Child work in this respect is 

considered essential for it is the African way of preparing children and socializing 

children. This normally is said to be done in the child’s best interest for it is 

considered that through activities and training children learn responsibility and social 

life. These activities have been stigmatized as child labour by child right advocates 

and international advocacy (Nsamenang, 2008). However, the ability to perform 

certain tasks is influenced by the environment in which a child is found, such as 

economic status, location and education. These factors may either prolong 

childhood, hasten or shorten childhood. For example, in some parts of Africa when 

children do not know or have the ability to perform certain tasks they are referred 

to as “agebo” (white child). This often translates the educated and to children from 

rich homes where their lack of know-how to carry out certain tasks is often view as 

understandable. Such children are expected or have a prolonged childhood. On the 

order hand children from poor families with low educational background are 

expected by society to reach adulthood faster and quicker as a result they have a 

shortened childhood. This shortened childhood is because of the need for them to 

assume adult responsibility earlier in their childhood whereas some children may be 

lucky and would only have to take up these responsibilities only when they become 

adults. However, many others are often not so fortunate and would have to start 

shouldering these responsibilities from a very early age. For example, the dynamics 

of a large family, though not of any making of children, forces children to take care 

of their siblings and work. Many female children become surrogate parents to 

younger ones.  

      Child labour is viewed in different cultures differently. According Spittler & 

Bourdillon (2012), the Western concept of childhood and work has however given 

a negative connotation to child labour which now is being assumed as universal. 

There has been failure to consider that there are alternative valid ways of viewing 

childhood and work.  Children’s work in cultures like African cultures is part of the 
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social fabric and it is deep seated in the family.  From an African perspective, it is 

considered as essential in child rearing. This is because it prepares children for the 

future as it provides responsibility and discipline. It is also a means for children to 

relate with communities and families.  This therefore implies that the context in 

which children work should be put into perspective and even their views about it. 

According to Spittler & Bourdillon (2012, p. 11) “many Africans believe that concern 

about child labour are imposed by people who do not understand African culture 

and the situation of African children”. In this regards the issue about children 

engaging in work is not about the fact that children have to work in the first place 

but rather more about the type or kind of “work” itself. Also there is the difficulty 

in deciding where work stops being just work and where labour begins (in 

international documents work and labour are very ambiguous terms). In the context 

of Cameroon, as many African societies, work is viewed as “acceptable” and 

beneficial. However, many children in the society do get involved in what can be 

termed as “child labour” which is viewed as “unacceptable”. The ILO describes 

unacceptable form of child work as hazardous, harmful and intolerable. If labour is 

considered as work which is harmful, hazardous and intolerable then unfortunately 

many children in Cameroon are said to be involved in the worst form of child labour. 

As said, most children in Cameroon work and this is because work is associated with 

responsibility. This is drawn from an African philosophical perspective of seeing 

childhood, which often can be compared to an egg. It is considered that if the egg is 

held tight or carelessly it breaks (Boakye-Boaten, 2010). This in turn means children 

are valued for their usefulness and not just their helplessness. In this regards, children 

although they need to be protected they also need to be responsible and this comes 

as they take part in the day to day activities of the family. As a result in most 

communities (if not all) responsibility is often projected more than rights. Rights are 

not intrinsic. 

      Cameroonian children are socialized to view community as more important than 

self. This is rooted on the principle of communalism (Ndofirepi & Shumba, 2014, 

Fayemi, 2009). Communal values define and guide social relations here. Based on 

this, solidarity extends beyond the nuclear members. It is in this context that the 

child’s welfare becomes a shared responsibility whereby the cost of raising a child 

does not just fall entirely on the parents. Hansungule (2005) describes this as every 

child is everybody’s child. This is clearly seen in child care practices in Cameroon 

where the “village” is still considered to raise a child. The child becomes a collective 

commodity, a virtue for collective upbringing.  This is because child rearing is 
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regarded as a community’s sacred obligation, this cumulate in a child being raised in 

a collective society where the relationship with the group is primordial. In this light, 

there exists a reciprocal relationship between the child and the community. This 

according to Oyeshile (2006) entails: 

     Sharing resources, burden, and social responsibility, mutual aid, caring for others, 

interdependence, solidarity, reciprocal obligation, social harmony and mutual trust. 

(p. 104). 

      Collective interest is stressed more than individual interest. As with most African 

children, the Cameroon child is socialized from birth to respect authority. They are 

taught to be submissive and to respect elders and care for grandparents. Parents and 

adults possess all the knowledge, right, wisdom and power while children have no 

right and power. They occupy the rungs of the social status. It is common here to 

believe that if children are not raised with an iron fist, they would end up being 

wayward and consequently bring shame on the family and community. They are 

therefore, expected to obey, respect and do as they are told. They have to meet up 

with their parents’ standards and failing to do so may result in punitive sanctions 

which may be in the form of corporal punishment. This is often viewed as abuse by 

children’s advocates thus many African governments are putting in place laws 

abolishing the practice of corporal punishment. However, at the local levels corporal 

punishment continues to be viewed as necessary for children to develop in the right 

path. What is the utmost importance is that the child be well groomed and have the 

correct character and be a holistic being (Chakuchichic & Zvaiwa, 2010). Being a 

holistic being from an African context means the child should have qualities like 

responsibility, honesty, hospitality, hardworking, justice, solidarity, have a communal 

spirit, have the wellbeing of the community at heart and be devoted to family. It is 

therefore required that children be raised within these cultural requirements which 

call for solidarity and interdependence. 

      In another perspective, fixed age is not used as a social criterion to distinguish 

adults from children in Cameroon. In West Africa, the rites of passage into 

adulthood is used to initiate children into adulthood, where if uninitiated one remains 

a child in the eyes of the community (Ndofirepi & Shumba, 2014). In preparing 

children for the future, they are groomed to be tough mentally, withstand pain 

without showing any signs of weakness. Thus in many rites of passages pain is the 

common denominator which can often be a test of endurance. Some examples 
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include male circumcision, scarification, and female circumcision among others. 

These, in most cases are performed without any anaesthetics or pain relief. One 

would suppose that the philosophy behind this is that pain helps build character. 

Many children would go through a negative experience as stoically as possible and 

will not complain as they have been socialized to hide or mask their pain and feelings. 

The ability to receive and accept pain somehow prepares them for self-actualization. 

However, in many tribes in Cameroon rites of passages are being observed less and 

less. In the same socio-cultural perspective female children in many African societies 

remain as children throughout their lives as society does not consider them as 

autonomous individuals. Thus, the reason females are often associated to either their 

fathers or their husbands (Nhenga, 2008). The male children on the order hand 

graduate from childhood when they get married and as such they stop being regarded 

as children. This has great influence on the issues of gender where there has been 

separation of roles from an early age. This separation in the traditional African 

context has made boys “repositories of creative power whose goal is to increase and 

multiply and girls bring forth children to their husband” (Ndofirepi & Shumba, 2014, 

p. 240). Girls have been described as the weaker sex having no power and inferior 

to the male sex thus resulting in sex based discrimination. 

       It has however, been observed that over time and or across cultural space there 

has continued to be a shift in the concept of childhood due to socio-cultural 

transformation (Pence & Nsamenang, 2008, Boakye-Boaten, 2010, Okwany et al., 

2011). In Africa most communities survived because they were able and capable of 

forming organic communal bonds; with these organic bonds they were able to 

protect members of their community but this has been dilated to the extent that its 

social structure and institutions do not work exactly as they did (Boakye-Boaten, 

2010). Boakye-Boaten shows how the role of children has changed.  These changes 

from his perspective is associated to changes in economic, political and social 

institution which have led to a shift in position and role of children within the cultural 

context of Africa. This has led to children not being necessarily viewed as an 

economic asset for a family (reason why people had many children) but also a social 

liability and economic liability to their families. Childhood has changed alongside 

this transformation. 

       Regardless of the fact that culture has undergone transformation in Africa and 

its people embracing new ideas and new ways of living, many people are still very 

much attached to the core values that, they think make them Africans. There is still 
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constant going back into the past to understand the future (Okwany et al., 2011). As 

a result some of the ideas and ways of doing things from the past have continued to 

prevail, such as Cameroonians incorporating a key African philosophical principle 

of communalism to highlight the resilience of community networks and support 

systems in the spheres of child care and development (Okwany et al., 2011). 

Regardless of the fact that households may be constrained economically, they may 

still have the capacity to provide solidarity, emotional and socio-cultural support to 

other extended family members (Nyamakuru, 2011). There is a kind of face-up to 

the fact there are differences between traditional and the western perspective of what 

childhood should look like or be. What most Africans considered as a good and 

favourable notion of childhood seem to them to be under attack. For example, many 

Africans see a conflict or disconnect between formal schools and their home 

environment. Onwauchi (1972) even posits that: 

 The typical African child is often faced with many unusual problems of cultural 

conflict when he goes to formal, schematized school and this conflict is due 

essentially to the existing discontinuity between the school environment and the 

home environment. (p. 241) 

 So many African societies, however continue to reject some of the “modern 

constructs” of childhood and how it should look like. At the same time they 

assimilate what they consider right for them. This results in what can be observed in 

Cameroon today as a mixture of the traditional and modern values. As observed 

modern global values have an influence on many communities or indigenous 

societies. These global trends have tremendously transformed some institutions and 

social structures in these societies. For example, the practice of female genital 

mutilation, though not practiced in all societies or cultures in Africa, Cameroon 

inclusive, it has been abolished in many communities that practiced it. This can be 

credited to modern values. The same thing can be said for the practice of corporal 

punishment. In conclusion, childhood in Cameroon would continue to experience 

changes as many stakeholders would also continue to strive to protect and preserve 

the child and childhood in Africa. They would take from the modern those values 

they consider to support and preserve children, and reject those which are thought 

of as conflicting with their moral and cultural norms. 
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2.4    Child protection laws in Cameroon 

 
The Cameroon Constitution divides Cameroon into ten regions (called provinces) 

headed by governors appointed by the head of state. The government system is 

highly centralized with a legal system that came about as a result of the bifurcated 

colonial history. It has influences from both the English common law and the French 

civil law. In addition to this, there is the existence of customary law (Law No 

2006/015 December, 2006). Customary law is practised mostly in rural areas and is 

considered as an important part of the society. The country has both national and 

international laws that protect children. Cameroon ratifies the following 

international conventions: 

• The Convention on the Right of the Child signed in 1990 and ratified in 1990 

• In 1997 the African Charter on the wellbeing and rights of the child was ratified 

(ACERWC)  

• Convention 138 of the ILO on the minimum age for admission to employment. 

• In 2002, Conventions 182 of the ILO on the elimination of the worst forms of 

child labour. 

• In 2004, it ratified United Nations protocol against organized transnational 

crime punishing trafficking in persons especially children. 

• Prevention of organized sex tourism ratified in Cairo Egypt in 1995 in the 

General Assembly of the World Tourism Organization. 

Article 45 of the Cameroon constitution states “duly approved and ratified treaties 

and international agreement shall follow publication and take precedence over 

national laws” (White & Case, 2015: 1). Therefore by ratifying all these treaties 

Cameroon commits to implement them. These international laws are therefore 

effective. In addition to international laws, national legislation has also been enacted 

such as: 

 Act on combating slavery and child trafficking (Art 2005\015 of 29 

December, 2005). 

 Law No 2005/007 promulgating the Code of Criminal Procedure, 

enacted on July 27, protects the rights of children in conflict with 

the law. 

 Act No 98/004 of April 1999 on education, makes primary 

education compulsory. 

 Decree 2001/041 of February 2001 organizes public school and 

puts in to effect the presidential decision of 10th February 2000 on 

free primary education 
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 Decree No 2004/320 create ministerial departments responsible for 

children. 

 Act 2004\16 of 22 July 2004 makes the National Commission on 

Human rights and freedom more efficient and independent in its 

operation. 

 Revision of the preamble on the 2nd of June guarantees the freedom 

and security of every individual, special focus on child and youth 

protection. 

 

In spite of all the national and international corporations’ initiatives in ensuring 

that the country has a favorable environment for children, more is still left to be 

desired. It has been noted that there is a disparity between the law and what is actually 

happening. For example Cameroon National Educational Guidelines No. 98/004 

1998s in its article 35 prohibits corporal punishment in schools. However, it still 

continues to be practiced as there is no effective plan to ensure that the law is 

implemented effectively. Moreover, the law only prohibits corporal punishment 

from schools and not from homes. So if corporal punishment is seen as child abuse, 

why should parents be allowed the right to use it? Since its enactment over 50% of 

respondents in a study conducted on violence against disable children in Cameroon 

acknowledged being beaten, hit or even punched (The African Child Policy Forum 

(ACPF), 2011). Also according to this same study, 43% of girls in Cameroon had 

been hit, 21% kicked, 31% denied food, 66% had been beaten and 7% choked or 

burnt. Thus a law that does not fully prohibit corporal punishment makes little of 

the problem.  

  

As seen above Cameroon is signatory to many international conventions, but, 

many of these conventions and laws have not been harmonized. As a result, 

implementing them has been very difficult and problematic. One of such examples 

is Cameroon subscribing to the definition of a child as stipulated in the Convention 

of the Right of the Child which considers somebody under the age of 18 as a child. 

However, till date there has been no harmonization of that for all aspects of life.This 

can clearly be illustrated in Table 2 which shows the different ages applied in 

different instances.   
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Category Age 

Definition of a child 18 

Age of maturity 21 

Minimum for age of employment 14 

Minimum for age of sexual consent 16 

Minimum for age of marriage 15 for girls/18 for boys 

Minimum for age of criminal 

responsibility 

10 

Minimum for age of recruitment into 

the army 

 

Table 2 The definition of a child in Cameroon. (Source reproduce from ACPF, (2012). 

There is no uniformity or clear definition of who a child is, within different pieces 

of legislation, different ages are applied. The French civil code of 1985 applicable in 

French Cameroon views a child as any person below the age of 21. A minor, in 

common law (practiced in the two English regions) is a child below the age of 18.  

Also the disparity in Article 52 of the order 81/02 of June 1981 on civil status which 

stipulate that no marriage can be celebrated if the girl is less than 15 years and the 

boy less than 18years. Using this logic which says that if a child is one below the age 

of 18, then children under 18 years should not be getting married since they are still 

children. Part of this law is in conflict with who a child is expected to be because it 

is directly advancing that at 15 a girl child can get married. By inference it means she 

stops being a child since she has to assume the role and responsibilities of an adult. 

Furthermore, by prescribing different ages for marriage for male and female it can 

be viewed as discriminatory or even biased. This gives more power to local 

communities and cultures that encourage child marriages. This is because customs 

are not codified and they tend to differ with ethnic groups. This gives room for girls 

to be married at very early ages such as in the North, and Adamawa regions where 

girls between the ages of 8 and 9 are given in marriage. If a child in the Cameroonian 

context is considered as any human being below the age of 18, then this should apply 

in all context in spite of the gender. Moreover, the Cameroon Penal Code, article 

296 states clearly that “whoever, by force or moral ascendency, compels any female 

who is above or below the age of puberty, to have sexual intercourse with him shall 
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be punished with imprisonment ranging from 5 years to ten years” (Human right 

Watch, 2013, p. 11). This law criminalizes people having sex with girls less than 16 

years and at the same time, the minimum age for marriage as stipulated by the law 

for a girl is 15 years. This becomes a complex issue when the law is saying a child is 

a person below the age of 18 and yet it allows for girls to marry at 15. At the same 

time it punishes somebody who has sex with a girl who is less than 16years. Another 

downside to this law is that it criminalizes rape only for female victims as nothing is 

said about who even have sex with a boy less then 16 year. It therefore in general 

should punish anybody who has sex with a child (both boy and girl) less than 16 

years. On one hand, the French civil code (practiced in French Cameroon) confers 

the responsibility of children development and survival to parents while conferring 

to the state the responsibility of the survival and development of children with 

special needs. Meanwhile on the other hand, the Cameroon constitution guarantees 

the right to life to all citizens and bears the responsibility to protect and promote the 

family and young (Shadow Report of NGOs on the implantation of the African 

Charter on the Rights and welfare of the child in Cameroon, 2010). 

 

All these variations in the laws create discrepancies and make it difficult for 

people to comprehend or effectively implement it.  This becomes even more 

complex from a cultural standpoint where, if a child is able to work and provide for 

his or her family, that child is looked upon as an adult and treated as one. The lack 

of harmonization of laws creates ambiguity and leaves room for children to be 

abused. Such ambiguity in law favours cultural and religious practices that treat girls 

and women as second class citizens. Confronted with these kinds of dilemma, some 

mothers have developed methods to protect and enable their girl children go to 

school and finish school rather than become parents at an early age. Some women 

have achieved this by trying to prevent the young girls’ breasts from quick 

development (breast ironing) so as to keep men away from their daughters. In this 

case, women consider that the breast come with early sex, marriage, rape or early 

parenthood. Breast ironing on its own has also been regarded as an act of violence 

or abuse. In February 2010, a recommendation was given to the state (in relation to 

the definition of the child by the Committee on the Rights of the Child) to harmonize 

the age of maturity to 18 years in conformity with the ACRWC. It was also 

recommented to raise the legal age for marriage of girls to 18, equal to harmonize 

same for boys. In addition, it was also recommended that the state completely outlaw 

corporal punishment rather than just abolishing it in school while leaving it lawful in 

homes (UNICEF, 2010). In 2013 during the Universal Periodic Review of 

Cameroon (session 16), it was also recommended that Cameroon should make sure 
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that children are legally protected from any form of violence, by putting in place 

adequate legislative measures. This recommendation however, was rejected by the 

government advancing that it was not able to implement it by 2014   

 (http://www.endcorporalpunishment.org/assets/pdfs/states-

reports/Cameroon.pdf). 

     In Cameroon, the Supreme Court has declared that the law takes precedence 

over customs. However, traditional tribunals in Cameroon have continued to be 

influenced by customs as they are supported by appraisers familiar with custom 

(https://www.reproductiverights.org/sites/default/files/documents/sr_cam_1199

_eng.pdf). There is need for consistency. Laws have to be clear and what they are 

trying to target should be clearly defined. For example, according to a study 

conducted in Cameroon, domestic violence was found to be rampant but, domestic 

violence still has not been recognized as a social problem (WIRA et al., 2007). In 

spite of this “the law does not specifically prohibit domestic violence though 

assault is prohibited and punishable by prison terms and fines” (Country Reports 

on Human Rights Practices, 2015, p. 30). These can make a real problem look like 

a non-issue or considered unimportant.  

       The Cameroon constitution prohibits violence in all circumstances however, 

children are often subject of acts of violence even within the justice system (ACPF, 

2012). For instance, when a child is a victim of abuse or crime the distance they 

have to go before they are heard or listened to is a herculean task. Very few specific 

laws provide for special procedures for children who are victims of abuse or crime 

(Dankoff, 2011). Moreover victims of child abuse or domestic violence are left to 

rely on articles such as 275 (punishes murder) 276 (punishes capital murder) 277 

(punishes grievous harm) 278 (punishes that result to death) 279 (punishes assault 

occasioning grievous harm) 280 (punishes simple harm) since there is no specific 

law for children who are victims of such crimes. According to some assessment, 

both adults and children victims go through the same procedure and are treated in 

the same way according to this justice system (Dankoff, 2011). Dankoff (2011) 

advances that bringing a rape case to justice can be challenging as viewed in the 

account below reported by a GTZ (German Development Corporation) staff: 

      In one case, a three year old was raped. The parents filed a criminal case, but 

the court proceedings took three years. During this time, the child was subpoenaed 

to court and to the gendarmes so many times that she missed a lot of school. They 

were no child‐friendly procedures at the courts, and the child had to tell her story 

http://www.endcorporalpunishment.org/assets/pdfs/states-reports/Cameroon.pdf
http://www.endcorporalpunishment.org/assets/pdfs/states-reports/Cameroon.pdf
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over and over, sometimes in the public courtroom. The parents did not know that 

they could ask for a camera proceedings. The case was postponed 17 times. After 

three years, a lawyer for Reseau National des Associations des Tantines 

(RENATA) intervened, and forced the judge to make a judgment after two 

months. However, the defendant was found not guilty for lack of evidence because 

the medical certificate had said “suspected rape,” and that was enough to get the 

defendant off. (p. 43-44) 

     Quite often, situations are made worse when families or caregivers avoid going 

to the justice system and turn to traditional leaders. Furthermore, to make matters 

even more complicated cases of incest are not brought to the authority neither are 

the numerous cases of child neglect (GTZ, 2009). According to Dankoff (2011) 

state councils and police acknowledge that they often unofficially mediate conflict 

involving children. In addition professionals are not required to report abuse as the 

law does not mandate it. Although at the institutional level, the Ministry of Social 

Affairs (MINAS) has an obligation to address address issues of child abuse 

nationwide, its budget is often limited. In 2010, it was recommended by “The UN 

Committee on the Rights of the Child” that the budget for children’s work in 

MINAS be increased as MINAS does not have enough staff nor the resources to 

effect action. This situation is further compounded by the fact that as of 2006 the 

government stopped training social workers and moreover no local universities 

offers studies in this domain. As the issue of child abuse continue to plague the 

society, the environment seems not be supportive for victims. For example 

MINAS and some NGOS advances that there are no public psychological services 

to deal with children who have been sexually abused or are victims of abuse.  

      Non-governmental organisations, NGOs such as Cameroon Society for the 

Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (CASPCAN), Reseau National des 

Associations des Tantines (RENATA), German Development Corporation (GTZ), 

Plan International, among others has been doing their part in tackling the issue of 

child abuse in Cameroon. For instance CASPCAN has a centre where support is 

provided to some 500 children. They also conduct research, create awareness and 

even go further to educate and train people. On the other hand, GTZ, had a 

project on prevention of violence against women. In collaboration with RENETA, 

they work with girls who are pregnant, create awareness on breast ironing and 

sexual abuse. They also identify victims of sexual abuse and provide psychological 

support for them. Since 2008, GTZ in collaboration with RENATA they created a 
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toll-free rape hotline in an endeavor to create a chance for victims to report abuse 

(www.sosviolcameroun.org). 

    The government is trying to put in place laws which protect the child. For 

example, there has been the introduction of the draft child protection code and the 

persons and family code (ACPF, 2012). This child protection code introduces the 

concept of “customary placement” (placing a child with a family member) which is 

something that is drawn from the culture. In this placement system, a child of 

about 4 years old can be placed with an extended family member who consents or 

agrees to raise the child without discrimination (ACPF, 2012). This child protection 

code also introduces the concept of “sponsorship”. Sponsorship allows for the 

child to be provided effective financial or material support. This helps to 

contribute towards a child up keep, education or well-being. According to the 

Government of Cameroon (2015), the family bill and the adoption of the Child 

Protection Code is supposed to strengthen and protect children from abuse and 

violence (Government of Cameroon, 2015). There is still much to do in respect to 

developing programs that will help fight child abuse in all its forms. To get there, 

will is required. With the steps already taken although slow, it is considered to be in 

the right direction. Putting all these in to perspective and context, not all is bleak. 

  



 

55 

3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1  Challenges in defining child abuse  

Child abuse is a very complex issue. This complexity emanates from the difficulty in 

coming to an agreement with the different notions of what child abuse is, even as 

child abuse has long been in existence. The definition of child abuse has continued 

to face some challenges, as evidence still suggests that there exist a knowledge gap 

in defining child abuse. As a result of this definitional issues, it is difficult identifying, 

reporting, and assessing child abuse (Eckes & Russo, 2012). Child abuse varies thus, 

across cultures, time and jurisdiction (Korbin, 1979, Adewale, 1988, Daly, 2014). 

This variation has led to heterogeneity of the phenomenon of child abuse (Muela et 

al., 2012). Because child abuse is viewed as a socio-cultural construct, there is 

diversity in what is considered as child abuse, diversity in the criteria of classification, 

diversity in the causes, diversity in the consequences of abuse and diversity in the 

different approaches to abuse (Muela et al., 2012, Aber & Zigler, 1981, Cicchetti & 

Barnett 1991, Zuravin 1991). 

 

Child abuse has been defined in many different ways. This is because different 

definitions apply different standards to define child abuse. They include different 

elements when defining child abuse. In conceptualizing the definition of child abuse, 

some people have focused on the element of harm, especially on demonstrable harm. 

Demonstrable harm means a child must be left with injuries such as bites, cuts, burns 

among others, for it to be considered child abuse. This sort of definition of child 

abuse limits child abuse to physical harm. The challenge with focusing on the 

element of harm is whether to include potential harm or just when a child suffers 

actual harm (Hutchison et al., 2007). Furthermore, marks or injuries sometimes can 

be contested. This is because sometimes children may have certain injuries that may 

be mistaken for child abuse. For instances, some simple cases of osteogenesis 

imperfecta, dietary, copper, deficiencies, bone diseases, and rickets etc. can be 

mistaken for child abuse (Pandya et al., 2011, Slovis & Chapman, 2008). According 

to Green & Haggerty (1968) missed diagnosis on child abuse cases have been 

documented and this in itself is very detrimental to the child and the family. 
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Behaviour or action towards the child (endangerment) have been included in some 

definitions (Dorning, (2002). These may be actions that result to injuries or actions 

that can endanger a child. Such acts may include hitting, kicking, slapping, shaking, 

scalding just to name a few. Here the priority is on the behavior and not the 

consequence or the outcome. However, how people evaluate practices or behavior 

that are or might be harmful to children is different. Most Cameroonian parents like   

Chinese or Korean parents etc do not see corporal punishment as an abusive 

behavior even though it may involve hitting, beating and spanking (Choi & Thomas, 

2015, Changa et al., 2006). Culture thus contributes significantly in how people 

perceive behaviours which are considered as child abuse. As a result, what people 

view as child abuse depends on what is unacceptable in a given culture at a given 

time (Meadow, 1989). In this perspective a behavior or an act that would be viewed 

in one culture as child abuse may not be viewed as abuse if it occurred to another 

child in another culture. Culture is decisive when it comes to acts or behaviours that 

are seen as child abuse (Ju & Lee, 2010, Lee & Kim, 2011, Choi & Thomas, 2015). 

This is because how children are seen, raised, or cared for varies across cultures, 

across historical time and even with individuals (Gough, 1996, Muela et al., 2012). 

  

The element of intention is the focus in some other definitions. An example of 

such a definition which incorporates intention is that used by Kempt and his 

colleagues which regard child abuse as the “non-accidental physical injury” done to 

a child by a parent or care giver (Clinard & Meier, 2015, p. 129). Gil (1970) on the 

order hand considers child abuse as intentional and non-accidental use of force. He 

also goes further to include intentional acts of omission that aim at injuring, hurting 

or destroying a child by a parents or care-giver.  These definitions include any 

deliberate (intentional) act of physical force and acts of omission irrespective of the 

severity of the act or whether it resulted in an injury.  So far as an act is labelled as 

intentional then it is viewed as child abuse. Definitions such as this by Fontana (1973) 

consider any treatment which result in potential development of a child being 

retarded take the element of intention further as it includes unintentional acts. In the 

same way  Obidigbo (1999) and Olawale (1995) define child abuse and neglect as 

unintentional, intentional or even what can be considered as well-intentional acts , 

which endanger a child’s emotional, physical, moral, health and educational  

wellbeing. There is no distinction between intentional and unintentional (accidental) 

acts. Therefore, those acts that affect the child’s wellbeing in any way are seen as 

child abuse in this case. However, definitions that base on intention make it difficult 
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in ascertaining the elements of intention. That is, proving that an injury or its impact 

was intended. Therefore, establishing what unintentional (non-accidental) is difficult, 

Kempe et al. (1962) for example, considers non-accidental to include conscious and 

unconscious act. 

     Child abuse has also been defined diversely based on the professions (Muela et 

al., 2012). Different professionals in fields such as medical, legal, sociological and 

research fields all have different definitions of child abuse which work for them or 

which they work with. This is because they have different objectives as such there 

use different standards when defining child abuse. The legal approach to defining 

child abuse often focused on demonstrating that harm has occurred. However, with 

the legal approach, emphasis is laid on the exact or specific nature of the abusive act 

and the effect on the child i.e. focus on injury outcomes or consequences that are 

apparent. In this case, when it comes to neglect, emotional injury, and parental 

deprivation of medical services or even physical abuse which does not leave injury 

or is not apparent abuse becomes very ambiguous (Cicchetti & Barnett, 1991).  Legal 

definitions of child abuse are often based on culture and societal norms and therefore 

would vary from one country to another. 

 

In the medical definition child abuse is viewed as a pathology or disease. The aim 

is to identify the pathology and then treat it or enable a therapeutic intervention 

(Aber & Zigler, 1981). The medical approach has its own challenges in that it often 

focus on very severe cases of abuse, those that can be proven. Furthermore, it often 

focuses on the abuser thus failing to blame or hold the society responsible in the 

cause of child abuse (Muela et al., 2012). The sociological approach to the definition 

of child abuse focuses on the act of child abuse as defined by the culture (Muela et 

al., 2012, Cicchetti & Barnett, 1991). It does not focus on the characteristics of the 

abusers but lays emphasis on the abuse itself. It relies on professional and public 

opinion to determine what is unacceptable behavior (Muela et al., 2012).  With this 

approach, abuse is broad and includes moderate forms of child abuse which may not 

result in injury. The sociological approach focuses on labelling and controlling social 

deviance in the society (Muele et al., 2012).  

 

The researchers’ approach on definition of child abuse aims at opening up the 

notion or concept of child abuse. It takes into perspective the environment (Muela 

et al., 2012, Garbarino, 1976, Bronfenbrenner, 1977, Belsky, 1980). This approach 

gives birth to an operational definition of child abuse. This has led to various 

research results because of the lack of clarity or the different operational definition 
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which may be used. This has led to bias in measurements and unequal treatment 

(Gough, 1996). As a consequence of these operational definition a problems of 

comparison has been created since it has made it rather difficult to compare abuse 

studies between countries or even within countries. These inconsistencies and 

variations present problems in research legal or training purposes (Runyan et al., 

2005). These inconsistencies result in prevalence issues. In some cases over 

estimation and in others under estimation of the problem of child abuse in certain 

society since it presents bias in measurements and unequal treatment (Gough, 1996). 

It has also opened up the issue of reliability since there is no exact or single 

behavioral entity of what constitutes or causes child abuse. This variation has allowed 

for the use of different research results, cases, and statistics to arrive at different 

conclusions. It makes use of operational definitions. Furthermore these differing 

ways of defining child abuse have created a problem of comparison. These have also 

brought up the issue of taxonomic delineation where there is no single behavioral 

entity called “child abuse” and has allowed for abuse to be seen as a generic term 

that englobes many different varieties of behavior harmful to a child (Besharov, 

1981). Although this lack of definitional clarity has given the opportunity for 

everyone to be against abuse, it has also prevented a universal definition of child 

abuse. Therefore to submit child abuse under research at a universal level is close to 

impossible. Finally, there also exist the subjective approach of defining child abuse. 

Here abuse is defined by oneself. With this approach the individuals or the victims 

are able to define child abuse from their subjective account which may be drawn 

from their personal experiences (Wekerle et al., 2001).The aim here is to discover 

what child abuse is from an individual or from a subjective view. 

 

The conceptualization of child abuse therefore, can range from a very restrictive 

form (focus on only severe physical abuse) to very broad forms which involve 

everything that could interfere with a child’s wellbeing (Muela et al, 2012). For 

example definition of child abuse by bodies such as the World Health organization 

(WHO) and the African Network for Prevention and Protection against Child Abuse 

and Neglect (ANPPCAN) is broad. The WHO defines child abuse as: 

 All forms of physical and/or emotional ill-treatment, sexual abuse, neglect or 

negligent treatment or commercial or other exploitation, resulting in actual or 

potential harm to the child’s health, survival, development or dignity in the context 

of a relationship or responsibility, trust or power. (Krug et al., 2002, p. 59). 

ANPPCAN defines child abuse as the “intentional, unintentional or well intentional 

acts which endanger a child’s physical health, emotional, moral and the educational 

wellbeing” (Nnamdi, 2016, p. 3). 
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3.2  Approaches the study on child abuse 

There exist different approaches to studying and examining child abuse. These 

include the unidirectional approach, bi-directional approach and the multi-

directional approach. The unidirectional approach is centred on creating and 

implementing treatments and not defining the etiology (Azar, 1991, Dilillo et al., 

2006). For example the earliest etiological conceptualizations of child abuse which 

came into social science through a paper titled the “Battered Child Syndrome” 

(Kempe et al., 1962) emphasized parental psychopathology as a cause of child abuse. 

Child abuse in this case was viewed from a one or unidirectional approach (Burgess 

& Draper, 1989, Freysteinsdóttir, 2004). In the sixties, child abuse was seen as 

consequence of mental illness (Rogosch, et al., 1995, Freysteinsdóttir, 2004).This way 

of thinking allowed for child abuse to be perceived as unthinkable. Therefore, people 

who abused children were perceived as “ill”, that is they lacked the ability to trust, 

had low self-esteem, were immature, had low frustration tolerance, were depressed, 

users of alcohol and drugs, rigid to their views, deficient in empathy and the list is 

long (Crosson-Tower, 1999). However it has been argued that psychopathology 

occur only in handful of a population (Williams & Finkelhor, 1990).This approach 

has also been use in the unidirectional model of socialization where behaviours are 

thought of as being a result of a combination of positive and negative reinforcement 

and modelling. In this case, parent model abusive parenting from their childhood 

through learning and observing their own parents or others (Frias-Armenta, 2002, 

Newcomb & Locke, 2001). 

 

Studies such as Shaffer et al. (2013), Lansford et al. (2011), and Burke et al. (2008) 

have used the bi-directional approach introduced by Bell in 1968. In the bi-

directional approach both parent and child are viewed as influencing each other. 

That is, parents influence children just as well as children influence parents (Pettit & 

Arsiwalla, 2008, Shaffer et al., 2013). In the bi-directional approach a child’s behavior 

can evoke different parental responses, as parenting behaviors can produce changes 

in a child’s behavior (Shaffer et al., 2013). Some studies that used the bi-directional 

approach were Burke et al., (2008) who reported on bi-directional relations between 

child’s unruly behavior and parents’ actions. Pardini et al. (2008) also reported a 

bidirectional relationship between teachers reported conduct problems in youth and 

negative parenting practices. Shaffer et al. (2013) reported on the bidirectional effects 

between parenting practices and child externalizing behaviour. 
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Unidirectional approach and the bi-directional approach are narrow in scope as they 

often lay emphasis on either the personality or characteristic of the child, or on the 

social stress that abusive families experience or the child’s role in eliciting abuse. 

They fail to account for the multifaceted influences that culminate to bring about 

child abuse (Cicchetti & Calson, 1989). Therefore, the uni-directional and bi-

directional approaches can only explain abuse to some degree because of restricted 

variables. By the 1970s, there was recognition of insufficiency of the bi-directional 

approach as it focussed only on the parent or child in explaining child abuse. Child 

abuse started to be seen as multi-causal and that no single factor could explain the 

occurrence of child abuse. According to Gelles, child abuse result from “a network 

of influences, such as stress, social isolation, parents’ child rearing experience 

amongst other factors are hypothesized to contribute to maltreatment” 

(Ammerman, & Hersen, 1990, p. 91). This is also further supported by studies which 

show that child abuse is influenced by multiple factors such as poverty, family 

disadvantage or isolation from social support systems (Garbarino, 1977, Gil 1970). 

From a multi-directional approach child abuse is a product of interaction between 

the children environmental context that is macro structural forces and micro 

structural forces (Freysteinsdóttir, 2004, Wolfe, 1999, Dilillo et al., 2006). According 

to Belsky, (1980): 

 While abusing parents enter the microsystem of the family with developmental 

histories that may predispose them to treat children in an abusive or neglectful 

manner (ontogenetic development), stress-promoting forces both within the 

immediate family (the microsystem) and beyond it (the ecosystem) increase the 

likelihood that parent-child conflict will occur. The fact that a parent’s response to 

such conflict and stress takes the form of child maltreatment, it is seen to be a 

consequence both of the parent’s own experience as a child (ontogenic development) 

and of the values and child rearing practices that characterize the society or 

subculture in which the individual, family, and community are embedded (the 

macrosystem). (p. 33) 

Since the issue of child abuse itself is broad and complex, using a multi-directional 

approach allows a more encompassing and holistic view. An example of a multiple 

influence can be a child living in an environment where corporal punishment is 

acceptable and where sexual abuse is often recognised as the victims’ fault, living 

with relatives due to parent’s inability to take care of him/her such a child may be at 

greater risk of being abused than a child who lives with supportive parents in a 

society where physical punishment is unacceptable and sexual abuse is not viewed as 

the victim’s faults.  
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The etiology of child abuse arises from multiple level influences as it engulfs a 

complex interrelated social system that may produce child abuse. From a multi-

directional approach child abuse of any form is never sourced from the individual 

alone, but in relations to the larger environmental context that surround a child. 

There are many different types of multi-directional approaches such as Cicchetti & 

Lychh (ecological transactional model), Belsky’s “ecological model”, Wolfe’s 

“transitional model” or Bronfenbrenner’s “bio ecological model”. These models 

may vary in many respects, however they have a common premise which is that child 

abuse reflects a multi-systemic interaction of multiple factors at multiple levels 

(Mikeaili et al., 2013, Belsky, 1993, Sheppard, 2012). A multi-directional approach 

takes into consideration the situations, the settings or environment and the person. 

Without a multi-directional approach it is difficult to get a holistic view of child abuse 

as humans are said to be embedded in a matrix. Therefore to understand child abuse 

it is necessary for it to be done within this matrix or context in which they are found 

(Cole & Engeström, 1993). This study therefore uses the ecological framework, 

which is a multi-directional (dimensional) approach, to locate the studied views into 

the studied environment. Thus with the ecological framework influences on child 

abuse are understood. 

3.3 Ecological framework as a multi-directional approach  

This study uses the ecological theoretical framework model which is a 

multidimensional approach to understanding child abuse in Cameroon. This 

ecological framework provides a holistic approach to the understanding of child 

abuse as it provides a framework for examining a broader context (Atilola, 2014, 

Hong & Eamon, 2012, Swick & Williams, 2006). This is because even those external 

influences that a child may not be in direct contact with can have impact or influence 

on a child (Pittenger et al., 2016).  

The ecological framework has been applied in different areas of studies. There 

include child abuse, childhood wellbeing, child health, childhood obesity, youth 

violence (Moon et al., 2010) victimization, sexual behaviours, childhood sexual 

abuse, violence, homelessness, addictions, substance abuse (Wiium  & Wold, 2009, 

Hong et al., 2010, Hong & Eamon, 2009) ,youth suicidal behaviours (Lee et al., 

2010), and more. As child abuse appears to be persistent in the society, using a 

theoretical framework which focuses on those aspects of the child’s environment 

that may influence child abuse, can throw more light into the issue. The ecological 
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framework in this respect provides an insightful lens for understanding views on 

child abuse since it is done in an inclusive manner, that is inclusive to all the systems 

in which a child belong. This includes a child’s interaction with a broader 

environment such as the community, culture, interactions among different levels of 

the environment (Moon et al., 2010, O’Neill, 2015, Bronfenbrenner, 1977, Kumpfer 

& Turner, 1990). This is because the individuals and contexts in which they are found 

are explicitly linked. As a result, human behavior is the consequence of person-

context interactions (Meinck et al., 2015, Tudge & Hogan, 2005). The ecological 

framework therefore, pays attention simultaneously on the individuals, the 

interactions, and broader environments in which the individual or person lives 

(Tudge & Hogan, 2005). 

Child abuse is a very sensitive issue and addressing it entails that we avoid 

stereotyping, labelling and categorizing. Using the ecological framework allows for 

the viewing of individuals and the environment as they relate and define each other 

thereby avoiding stereotyping or labelling. By doing this we are abiding to 

Bronfenbrenner’s cushion of “do no harm” and it helps in strengthening relations 

in families, society, and communities. Through this framework the needs and 

strength of the society, families or communities we are dealing with can be 

understood because meaning is drawn from a broader environmental context of an 

individual. With this framework the role of the environment in creating, contributing 

or preventing abuse is understood.  

The ecological framework model originated from the Ecological Systems theory 

formulated by Bronfenbrenner.  In an attempt to understand a child development 

Bronfenbrenner formulated the ecological systems theory to explain how a child’s 

inherent qualities and the environment in which he or she belongs interact to 

influence how he or she will develop or grow. To Bronfenbrenner it was important 

to study a child in the context of multiple environments (ecological systems).  The 

child simultaneously ensnares in different ecosystems. Therefore, the ecological 

system theory view children as living within a series of interconnected systems 

(Nguyen, 2006, Bronfenbrenner, 2005). These systems interact and influence every 

aspect of a child’s live. Bronfenbrenner as such postulated in the theory that, 

development must be perceived as an interaction between the individual and the 

environment (O’Donoghue & Maidment, 2005). Belsky modified Bronfenbrenner's 

ecological model and applied the ecological approach to child abuse (Belsky 1993, 

Freysteinsdóttir 2004, Sheppard, 2012). According to Belsky “when the etiology of 

child maltreatment is considered, there is no shortage of causal agents that are 
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invoked to explain the occurrence of physical child abuse and neglect” (Belsky, 1993, 

p.431). However, ecological systems theory continuously evolved as Urie 

Bronfenbrenner's further worked on it to develop a model which is currently 

referred to as the bioecological model. Suggested. Although Bronfenbrenner still 

retain the older model in however in the bioecological model he sees child 

development as a product of a variety of critical dimensions such as process, person, 

context and time (PPCT). He thus emphasizes on agency and proximal process, time 

and the role of individuals as potential on development (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 

1994). 

According to Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical system framework, a person's social 

context is conceived as a set of nested structures made up of five systemic levels. 

These systems act and interact to produce child abuse. A child therefore develops 

within an intricate system of relationships and these relationships are affected by the 

system levels which surround the child (Berk, 2006, Quarshie, 2011). The five 

systemic levels of the ecological framework are organized from the most intimate 

level which includes the child and moves outwards to the levels that the child is not 

in direct contact with but which indirectly have influence on the child. These systems 

are the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, the macrosystem, and the 

chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner included the chronosystem later). 

A child’s microsystem is its most intimate and learning environment 

(Freysteinsdóttir 2004, Swick & Williams, 2006, Zigler & Hall, 2000). The 

microsystem contains the child and it includes environment that is home or family, 

school, and childcare centres (Tudge et al., 2009). A child spends much time in this 

system where they perform activities and engage in interactions (Tudge et al., 2009). 

According to Bronfenbrenner it is “a pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal 

relations experienced by the developing person in a given face-to-face setting with 

particular physical and material features and containing other persons with 

distinctive characteristics of temperament, personality and system of beliefs 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 148). This system is closest to the child and has the most 

influence on it. It has that potential to shape the child, influences it behavior and 

experiences (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002, Jewkes et al., 2002) considering that the family 

interact and influences child abuse (Garbarino, 2000). 

Children experiencing child abuse will depend on the factors that occur within 

the different systems.  If there exist strong supportive links between the child and 

the microsystem such as a child being heard as oppose to just being seen, the child’s 
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development is optimized (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). The microsystem therefore, may 

provide a child with a nurturing centerpiece or it may become a place where they 

encounter violence or a place of haunting memories (Swick & Williams, 2006). 

Because of the child’s close proximity to this system, factors such as abusive parents 

and poverty will greatly influence child abuse. Interaction patterns between parents 

and children in the microsystem may prepare the ground work for child abuse. For 

example, children’s first trust-building experience is affected by attachment 

behaviors that parents offer children (Swick & Williams 2006).  

The second system is the mesosystem. This is a system of connection between 

the child‘s microsystems. It is the interrelationship that exists between the child’s 

different microsystems in which they actively participate (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). It 

represents interactions that exist between two or more of a child microsystems for 

example, the relationship between family and day-care centers, interactions or 

relationship between family and school, peer group and family or school (Pittenger 

et al., 2016). It is the linkages and processes taking place between two or more 

settings (two or more microsystems) that contains the developing person. 

Interaction between children different microsystem can be influential in children’s 

life.  A mesosystem thus can be considered as a system of microsystems. The 

interrelationships between schools and families in Cameroon is limited (Ashu, 2012). 

The school and the parent work independently and there is often no connection 

between them to effectively have any influence on the child’s different microsystem. 

The mesosystem may have positive effects on a child and may also have the potential 

to cause stress for the child. According to De Goedeet al. (2009) a microsystem and 

mesosystem can work in a harmonized way so as to achieve a balanced and healthy 

microsystems for a child’s development. 

The third system is the exosystem.  The exosystem encompasses the linkage and 

processes taking place between two or more settings, at least one of which does not 

ordinarily contain the developing person (Härkönen, 2007). According to 

Bronfenbrenner it consists of: One or more settings that do not involve the 

developing person as an active participant, but in which events occur that affects, or 

are affected by, what happens in the settings containing the developing person. 

(1979, p. 25). 

The exosystem is a group of formal and informal social structures that are available 

within the community of the parent and the child (Bolen, 2001).These formal or 

informal structure have influence on the child’s immediate setting which may include 
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a parent’s work place that has an effect on the child, it can either be a source of stress 

or support to the family (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, Freysteinsdóttir, 2004). Children 

can be "affected by their parents' social networks" (Berk, 2007, p. 25). What goes on 

in the local governments, welfare systems, parents’ work place, and religious 

institutions has an influence on the child although they do not directly belong or are 

participants in these institutions (Garbarino, 2000). Belsky describes these as the sum 

of contextual sources of stress and support. These systems affect families positively 

or negatively either from the support or lack of support it receives. When decisions 

are made in the exosystemic which benefit children, their developmental 

opportunities are enhanced (Madu, 2003). Bolen (2001) points out that the link 

between the exosystem and child abuse remains elusive but because of their role as 

socializes of children there may maintain the dynamics of child abuse. 

The fourth system is the macro-system. This is the outermost layer of the framework 

(Berk, 2000). According to Bronfenbrenner it consists of: 

The overarching patterns of micro-, meso-, and exosystems characteristics of a given 

culture, subculture, or other broader social context, with particular reference to the 

developmentally instigative belief systems, resources, hazards, lifestyles, opportunity 

structures, life course options, and patterns of social interchange that are embedded 

in each of these systems. (1989, p. 228).  

 The macrosystem envelops the remaining systems. It influences the other system 

and in turn the other system influences it (Tudge et al., 2009). The macrosystem 

consists of cultural beliefs, laws, societal values, policies, customs, political trends, 

social, economic, ideologies and educational systems that affect the person’s life or 

influences the development of children. It influences how people carry out relations 

(Freysteinsdóttir, 2004, Swick & Williams, 2006). According to Berk (2006), the 

importance that the macrosystem places on children or children needs influences the 

support children will get from the other systems. Belsky believes that societies’ 

attitude towards violence, corporal punishment and children are factors which foster 

child abuse (Bolen, 2001). For example culture and societal ideologies play a vital 

role in how children are raised since they provide guidelines for interpreting and 

evaluating of social behaviour (Chen, 2009, Chen & French, 2008). The generally 

accepted behavior and principles on how to raise children and their care is defined 

by culture (Shanalingigwa, 2009). Cultural belief is therefore a basis of a person’s 

sense of self and quite often, people tend to behave or are influenced by the culture 

in which they grew in (Loosli, 2004, Seifert, 1999). 
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As already mention Bronfenbrenner later included the fifth system called the 

chronosystem. The chronosystem takes into consideration time which helps examine 

the nature and duration of the chain of events, (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). 

Chronosystems include normative and non-normative events (Bronfenbrenner, 

1986). It includes events, transitions or evolution in the course of life, and socio-

historical circumstances as it occurs within the various systems (Swick & Williams, 

2006). When development is studied over time it is possible to examine and locate 

development in process within a historical context (Tudge & Hogan 2005). Here 

internal or external changes may involved an event like a loss of parents or even 

physiological changes (Krishnan, 2010). The chrono-system therefore, encompasses 

all four systems. 

As already mention Bronfenbrenner later enhance on his original theory and 

suggested the process, person, context and time (PPCT) model (Bronfenbrenner & 

Mahoney, 1975, Krishnan, 2010, Wachs & Evans, 2010). In proposition one, 

Bronfenbrenner argues that: 

 “….. Human development takes place through processes of progressively more 

complex reciprocal interaction between an active, evolving bio psychological human 

organism and the persons, objects, and symbols in his immediate external 

environment. To be effective, the interaction must occur on a fairly regular basis 

over extended periods of time. Such enduring forms of interaction in the immediate 

environment are referred to as proximal processes” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).  

By taking part in activities and interactions that occur, individuals make sense out of 

their world. Through these activities and interaction individuals play their own role 

in changing “the prevailing order while fitting into the existing one” (Tudge, 2008:68, 

Tudge el al., 2009). Abusive interactions become a function of low levels proximal 

processes which are complex and reciprocal in nature. This in effect promotes 

dysfunctional interactions with others and the environment (Pittenger et al., 2016).  

The second proposition is based on the fact that the nature of proximal processes 

varies according to aspects of the individual and of the context both spatial and 

temporal (Pittenger et al., 2016, Tudge et al., 2009, Bronfenbrenner 2005; 

Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000). It  emphasis on the influence of proximal processes 

on the developing individual, such as individual characteristics, the various 

environmental contexts of development, and the actual developmental outcome that 

is being examined (Pittenger et al., 2016, Bronfenbrenner, 1994). These propositions 
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are said to be “theoretically interdependent and subject to empirical test. An 

operational research design that permits their simultaneous investigation is referred 

to as a Process-Person-Context-Time model” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) 

Process here is the proximal processes involves transactions between the child 

and the immediate surroundings that are responsible for the child’s competencies 

and general well-being (Vijaya Krishnan, 2010). Proximal processes are considered 

as what occurs in the course of everyday activities between individuals, their social 

partners, and the other important objects and symbols in their environments (Tudge 

& Hogan, 2005). Proximal processes can be either protective or preventive. 

Processes therefore, could explain the connection between some aspect of the 

context (culture or social class, for example) or some aspect of the individual (e.g., 

gender) and an outcome of interest (Tudge et al., 2009 Bronfenbrenner, 1988; 

Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983). 

  In regard to the person, Bronfenbrenner acknowledges that people, children 

bring with them personal characteristics therefore the relevance of biological and 

genetic aspects of the person thus, the recognition here that people bring with them 

personal characteristics into any social situation (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, Tudge et al., 

2009). From this perspective individual variables, such as disability ,gender , age sex, 

temperament, disability and illness can be linked to development  and abuse and thus 

can influence  proximal processes proximal processes directly or indirectly 

(Krishnan, 2010, Tudge et al., 2009). Bronfenbrenner termed these personal 

characteristics which are relevant to the biological and genetic aspects of a person 

demand, resource, and force characteristics (Tudge et al., 2009, Bronfenbrenner, 

2005). Demand characteristics are considered as “personal stimulus” characteristics 

which are an immediate stimulus to another person, e.g gender, race, age, gender etc. 

An example here is gender which influences the ways other people deal with an 

individual expectation, values levied on that individual (Tudge & Hogan, 2005, 

Tudge et al.,2009). Interaction will as such in this case very much depend on the 

expectations formed immediately (Tudge & Hogan 2005, Tudge et al., 2009). 

Individuals’ roles in changing their context will in this case depend on extent others 

react to him or her which is based on demand characteristics such as age, (Tudge et 

al., 2009). On the other hand resource characteristics are thought of as partly mental 

and emotional resource case in point past experiences, skills etc (Tudge et al., 2009). 

Resource characteristics are not immediate. An individuals’ roles in changing their 

context in this situation is linked to the individual’s resource characteristics, i.e. 

physical, mental, or emotional (Tudge et al., 2009). Lastly force characteristics has to 
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do with differences of temperament, motivation, persistence etc. (Tudge et al., 2009). 

Force characteristic can be described as ‘developmentally instigative’ characteristics 

of individuals, (Tudge & Hogan 2005). In this case a person’s role in changing their 

context is linked to the desire and drive to do so (Tudge et al., 2009). 

Context includes environments in which the child is in constant interaction. It’s 

physical, social, or economic interaction (Krishnan, 2010). (Tudge et al., 2009). 

According to Bronfenbrenner this constitutes four interrelated systems: micro, 

meso, exo, and macro, each having either direct or indirect influence on a child’s 

development (Tudge et al., 2009, Krishnan, 2010). Finally the time component of 

Bronfenbrenner’s framework include aspects, such as chronological age, duration 

and nature of periodicity (Krishnan, 2010). In this regard time constitute, micro-time 

which is regarded as what is occurring during the course of some specific activity or 

interaction, meso-time as the extent to which activities and interactions occur with 

some consistency in the developing person’s environment, and macro-time which is 

the chronosystem which refers to the fact that developmental processes are likely to 

vary according to the specific historical events that are occurring as the developing 

individuals are at one age or another (Tudge et al.,2009, Bronfenbrenner and Morris , 

1998). Studying development over time allows one to examine development in 

process as well as by locating developmental processes within their historical setting 

(chronosystem) (Tudge and Hogan 2005). Here internal or external changes may be 

involve. These include changes such as physiological changes or events, such as the 

loss of a parent (Krishnan, 2010).  

This study does not include or deal with the latter part of Bronfenbrenner model 

(although reading through the analysis one can see processes, person time and 

context in the text) and nor does it follow specifically Bronfenbrenner ecological 

system theory. However I adopt the basic idea of the ecological system theory to 

drive my thinking. For instance in the study I just take in to account the individual, 

family, social and culture as levels. This is influence by the data I have. However, the 

broader idea is still retain which is child abuse arises from multiple level influences 

Thus, child abuse can not be sourced from the individual alone, but in relations to 

the larger environmental context that surround a child. For instance at the individual 

level children’s individual characteristics such as age, sex, and race contribute to 

abuse (Finkelhor et al., 1986; Miller-Perrin & Perrin, 1999). In many African 

countries, female children have been found to experience a higher rate of sexual 

violence (International Conference in Africa on Child Sexual Abuse 2012). 

According to Takwa, (2009) in Cameroon violence against the girl child and women 
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is wide spread. Premature birth, young age of children and child’s physical, mental 

and disabilities have been found to increase the risk of child abuse (Belsky, 1993 

Ammerman, 1990). 

3.4 Child abuse as a system based phenomenon  

 
Research has demonstrated that there are certain physical, biological and 

environmental influences for child abuse. At each level of the ecological framework 

factors which affect the child are present. Consider a drug infested neighborhood, 

an impoverish neighborhood are influences which can result to children 

experiencing abuse (Sheppard, 2012). Factors which increase the risk of child abuse 

are potentiating factors while factors which decrease the risk of child abuse are 

referred to as compensatory factors. For example at the macro level a prosperous 

economy results in low unemployment (exosystem) which would in effect have a 

positive effect on the child and lead to reduced rates of child abuse (Cicchetti & 

Lynch, 1995). 

Potentiating and compensatory risk factors operate at all levels (Reiss et al., 1993) 

and are not static. They are categorized as transient and enduring factors. Transient 

factors are not permanent but temporary and can oscillate and may cause a 

predisposed parent to abuse his children or not. An example of this is employment. 

On the other hand enduring factors are much more permanent and serve to 

potentiate child abuse. They may be biological, historical, psychological as well as 

ecological; an example here includes parental experience of abuse, parents’ history 

(Freysteinsdóttir, 2004, Cicchetti & Lynch, 1995). When potentiating factors exceed 

compensatory factors, it results in increased risk of abuse. In the exosystem and 

macrosystem, the potentiating factors increase the potential for abuse that is the 

conditions that support abuse such as the justification for violence. The ecological 

framework groups the influences of child abuse into various levels (Bartlett et al., 

2014). Child abuse as a system based phenomenon is discussed below, however, the 

literature used comes from different parts of the world. 

3.4.1  Individual level 

Children should never be blamed for abuse however, their individual needs, 

personality, behavior, temperament abilities, developmental traits can influence child 
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abuse (Boyd et al., 2006, Ammerman & Hersen, 1990, Belsky, 1993). By virtue of 

being a child they are in a vulnerable position as they do not have the physical ability 

to defend themselves. It is easy for people to take advantage of such vulnerability 

and abuse them knowing that they do not possess the physical strength to fight back. 

In a qualitative study on experiences of adult male perpetrators of sexual abuse one 

of the findings was that perpetrators saw children as non-threatening as they 

acknowledged to having sex with children because children lack power or are 

powerless (Ndaba, 1999). Children are considered physically and mentally powerless. 

In a study carried out in Tanzania on community perception of rape and sexual 

abuse, finding showed that children’s vulnerability was contributing to rape and 

sexual abuse (Abeid et al., 2014). Participants in Abeid et al. (2014) advanced that 

children often became victims of the “wealth myth” where men have sex with 

children so as to become rich. Also the notion of “virgin cleansing” where people 

believe that sleeping with them can cure diseases such as HIV (Hanass-Hancock, 

2009; Groce 2005, Leclerc-Madlala, 2002, African Child Policy Forum, 2010). The 

belief or myth that having sex with a virgin can be a treatment for HIV is viewed as 

one of the contributing factors in the rape of children and babies in South Africa. 

Also respondents in Ezekiel, et al. (2017) were of the view that people who abuse 

children become rich as it would make their business grow and also that they would 

get healed from their diseases. 

   According to Balan (2016), because of children’s age, children are unable to 

understand activities they are coerced to do. Children often do not have the 

knowledge of what is happening. In Dobbs (2007) for example, children were found 

to have a high level of confusion when it comes to making meaning of say parents’ 

action. According to Hanass-Hancock (2009) children may even misinterpret sexual 

interest for affection. They as such may not be able to recognise abuse for what it is 

when they are being abused. Children therefore, may not be able to recognise 

behaviour toward them that constitutes abuse. For instance in Kilimci (2009) in the 

study of students’ perception of corporal punishment, students who were 

interviewed in the study believe that since administrators and teachers use corporal 

punishment as disciplinary measures they consider it “natural” to receive such 

treatment. In a study in Ghana on children’s perceptions of physical punishment, 

most of the children saw a need for physical punishment as they emphasize that it 

was training them to grow into obedient, disciplined and honest members of their 

communities (Twum-Danso, 2010). Children dependent on parents or care giver 

makes it difficult for them to recognise abuse due to the subtlety of acts. 
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   Children temperament has also been found to influence child abuse. Children 

temperament such as antisocial or noncompliant behavior has been said to influence 

parents’ spanks on them (http://www.apa.org/monitor/dec04/abuse.aspx). 

Childrens’ temperament for example was found to be one of the multiple 

determinants of disclosure in a qualitative study on child sexual abuse disclosure by 

40 adults who survived childhood sexual abuse (Alaggia, 2010). Participants’ in 

Alaggia cited that their temperament had an influence on them, as some participants 

acknowledged that their introvert personality or disconnection prevented them from 

talking. According to Montes et al. (2001) parents react negatively to children with 

difficult temperament or negative behavior and this often results in some parents 

engaging in power accession, stringent control and less affection towards these 

children. Jansen van Rensburg et al. (2016) advances that when parents lack an 

understanding or knowledge about their child's temperament it can create conflict 

between parent-child.  

     As children they are already susceptible however, with the addition of a mental 

health or a disability it can become even more challenging. According to Ben-David 

& Nel (2013) behavior towards children with disabilities is often discriminatory, 

rejection and neglect. In a study conducted in Kwa-zulu-natal in South Africa 

children with physical disability acknowledged they were often teased and bullied in 

mainstream schools (Ben-David & Nel, 2013). They received no support and also 

reported their inability to report abuse as a result of communication disabilities. 

According to Sousso & Yogtiba (2009), these children are shunned or abandoned by 

communities. Although children with disabilities already face many challenges due 

to their disability, many people according to Harteley et al. (2005) have a negative 

attitude towards them. Many children with disability have been victims of sexual 

abuse and this especially has been exacerbated by beliefs held in some parts of Africa. 

They are viewed with hostility and as a threat to social norms (Save the Children & 

Handicap International, 2011). For example, the ritual killing of “spirit children” in 

Northern Ghana where children with disability are viewed as spirits send to harm 

the community and family (Bayat, 2015, Allotey & Reidpath, 2001). Bayat (2015) 

advances that once a child is identified as a “snake”, three things await it. It is either 

killed, abandoned to die or it’s kept to live as a nonhuman in the community. Some 

are hidden so that humanitarians can’t even help them. According to Hartley’s (2005) 

many Ugandan parents often cite witchcraft as an explanation to disability. These 

become a major barrier in helping these children and often leads to neglect. Ellery et 

al. (2011) advances that: 
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 Children with disabilities are especially vulnerable as a result of entrenched social 

and structural discrimination against them” as they are “at disproportionate risk from 

physical and sexual violence. (p. 7) 

This has made it easy for people or children with disabilities to be devalued and often 

leads to less seriousness on the part of the society when it comes to treating cases of 

abuse concerning them (Groce, 2005). Some people perceive these children as a 

curse and this creates an impact on whether these children receive treatment or 

not.In Hanass-Hancock (2009) and Stopler (2008); the justification of abuse 

especially when it comes to sexual abuse on these children is often on the ground 

that they are fortunate to receive attention.  

    At the individual level, the experience of abuse can influence future actions. 

Studies have shown that some parent who experienced childhood abuse also abuse 

their children. (Freysteinsdóttir, 2004, Caliso & Milner, 1992). According to Duncan 

(2004) mothers who experienced childhood sexual abuse are at risk of trauma from 

the abuse and may pass it to the next generation.  In Schore (2001) mothers who 

experienced childhood sexual abuse reported about being confused about health and 

family characteristic, this influence their parenting skills. Childhood-trauma can 

affect parenting. According to Saisan & Segal (2008) patterns people learn in 

childhood are often those they use as parents thus intergenerational transmission. In 

effect, the occurrence of abuse in childhood can affect the way one responds to 

abuse (Belsky, 1993). However, it has been noted that “cycle of abuse” is not 

imminent because most parents do not repeat the abuse cycle (Bartlett et al., 2014). 

Influences from ones up bringing which have a culture backing can lead to the 

continual practice of a behavior.  Such as the use of corporal punishment in many 

societies in Africa where it is considered cultural acceptance to use physical 

punishment.  Gyekye (1996) explains: 

 African parents, like parents in all other societies, want their children to develop 

good character traits, to grow and become worthy, respectful and respectable adults 

and responsible citizens. Character development, accordingly, is an important aspect 

of the upbringing of children. In this connection, efforts are constantly made to 

instruct children in the values of the society to help them acquire the virtues that a 

person should possess in order to live a most satisfactory life. (p. 85) 

It is easy for children in such environment to grow up and continue the practice as 

it is what they experience and as such they can see it as a way of instilling values 



 

73 

3.4.2 Family level 

 
The family for a child represents his or her universe (Balan, 2016). It has big 

influence on the child physically, morally or socially (Cavanagh & Fomby, 2012). 

Therefore, families have the obligation to bring up and train a child in accordance 

with values of the society. The family is supposed to ensure the necessary condition 

for a child to transition from one developmental stage to another. According to 

Balan (2016) when family environment becomes one of pain, deprivation, and 

violence the child suffers. Studies have shown that parent-parent relationship, family 

interactional patterns, family structure and family size have significant influence on 

child abuse. The family structure can itself undermine a child’s well-being. Morantz 

et al. (2013, p. 3) review of “qualitative studies that address experiences of 

maltreatment among orphaned children and youth living in extended families in 

SSA” reported that in most of the studies reviewed 12 out of 15 intra-household 

discrimination were reported. Most of the participants in those studies reported not 

being treated well as the caregivers’own children. They were deprived of food, 

clothing and schooling. In many of the studies participants described experiencing 

child labour. In 10 of the 15 cases participants described being emotionally abused 

as they felt they were made to feel like a burden or being threatened. In 10 of the 15 

studies some participants reported experiencing sexual abuse by family members. 

Twum-Danso (2010) also reported that parents treated non-biological children 

differently from biological children, and most often non-biological children were 

punished more by their primary care giver. 

 

In a family structure where there is weak family bond, children are susceptible to 

abuse. Silva (2014) a qualitative study on children vulnerability, participants reported 

that weak family bond affected interaction between family that is family members 

and the child. They also advanced that the use of substance abuse influences affective 

ties and child protection. This is because the use of drugs in the daily lives of families 

undermine the protection of children and the bond in the family.  Study participants 

in Silva (2014) also reported that the use of drugs also resulted in child abandonment 

by mothers. Parents’ use of drugs affects the family environment as parents are not 

able to carry out their parental task. They do not have the capacity to respond to 

their children emotionally or cognitively. It can also contribute to failure to 

understand a child’s basic needs. Parents’ use of drugs as studies show has a 

profound effect on a child’s development and growth. In Garrusi et al. (2011) 

majority of drug dependent fathers in the study reported the effect drug abuse had 
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on their relationships with their children or family members. They reported that they 

had difficulty emotionally establishing a close relationship with their children as they 

acknowledge that drug affects the quality of the interaction they had with their 

children. A 24 year old participant in the Garrusi et al. (2011) study reported: 

 I have a little kid but I’m always afraid I can’t have a good relationship with her 

because even right now I can’t stand her. I can’t tolerate to see her and even once I 

beat her so badly and then I felt so regretful. (p. 32) 

 

Drug use influences the quality of relationship parents have with their children. 

After undertaking a qualitative study with child protection workers and social 

workers in South Africa Makoae et al. (2008) found out that one of the primary 

reasons children were taken away from their parents was because of alcohol and 

substance abuse. Furthermore, many of these children were from single parents 

home. Children of single parent household have been observed in research to be 

vulnerable to abuse.  According to Bigombe & Khadiagala (2003) high levels of 

poverty have been noted among female headed households in Africa. Weldegabreal, 

(2014, p. 1) carried out “a qualitative study on single mothers’ experience of raising 

their dependent children”, in the study mothers reported that the main challenge 

they faced was working and taking care of their children. These single mothers 

struggle to meet the needs of their families. Absence of father in the home can result 

in less access to financial resources, more parenting stress and less warm and 

supportive mother-child interactions, which in turn increase the likelihood of child 

abuse (Lee et al., 2013). In a study in Swaziland child participants reported a negative 

effect of not having the other parent in the home as they were concern that their 

needs were not being met (Mabuza et al., 2014). Needs such as not having school 

uniforms or school fees not being paid. Citing two of the child participants in 

Mabuza et al. (2014): 

“I feel unhappy, she cannot afford to pay fees on time (for the four children) we 

are often sent home to ask for money while the rest are learning, and at the end of 

the year I fail and repeat grade…, “I don’t have school uniform and sometimes at 

school they send me home for not having proper school uniform and for not paying 

school uniform” (p. 2256) 

 

Findings in Mabuza et al., (2014) also showed that children of single parent 

household face frustration, stigmatization, they are also very much aware of the 

challenges their parent have to face as some of them had to assume the role of the 

absent parent as some of the child participants in the study reported: 
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 “I am frustrated…not getting sufficient support from my parent.” “Father 

sometimes goes out and comes back late, so I have to do all the house chores and 

look after siblings”. (p. 2256) 

Parents who participated in the study all acknowledged that single parenting had a 

negative effects on children. They noted that they worked excessively and did not 

have enough time to spend with their children nor attend school meetings. 

 

Children living in families with step parents can be impacted by it and can face 

child abuse. Sifa (2014) carried out a qualitative study where he interviewed 45 

participants, 34 street children, 3 parents and 8 service providers. Abusive homes 

emerged as one of the push factors to streetism. Many children in the study reported 

that they were forced to leave home because of the abuse they were made to face. 

Many of the street children acknowledged being hit, punched, denied food etc. Many 

also claimed to be abandoned especially in cases where parents were divorced as 

reflected in some of the narration by some of the participants in Sifa (2014): 

“My step mother refused to give me food, as usual, so I stole her cell phone, sold 

it and used part to buy food and used the remaining part of the money to pay for 

transportation fare to Accra” (male participant), another said “My father and mother 

divorced. My father went to marry another woman…. My father say he no go accept 

me. My mother too say she too does not like me because she go marry another man 

so I follow my friends come Accra” (male participant). Another of the participant 

reported “My father and mother are divorced. My father lives in Obuasi. My mother 

is married to another man who does not want me in his home. So my mother sent 

me to my maternal grandmother who lives in Madina. But my grandmother is very 

poor. she is not able to pay my school fees, my clothing; as well as, feed me and my 

siblings so I decided to leave and make some money on the street and go back to 

her” (female participant). (p. 19-20) 

Thus, some of these children in homes with step parents are not even accepted in 

these homes. 

 

     Intimate partner violence in families’ impact children and also influences child 

abuse. After exploring qualitatively shared experiences and perception of intimate 

partner violence (IPV) against women and violence against children (VAC) from 

data collected from children and adults in Kampala, Uganda, Namy et al. (2017, p. 

40) found out that “patriarchal family structure creates an environment that 

normalizes many forms of violence”. In the study men's violence was viewed as an 

expression of masculinity. Namy et al. (2017), found that participants’ normalized 

male aggression as some of the participants saw violent behavior of men as 
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biologically determined or “natural” and to others it was a deliberate strategy. 

However, some participants condemn intimate partner violence, (IVP) in front of 

the children even as many participants justify it use against mothers. Mostly children 

in the study opposed the use of IPV as they implicitly contested the positioning of 

women as children within the hierarchal family structure. However, participants 

(both children and adults participants) in the study seem to find violence against 

children acceptable as there was no absolute rejection of violence against children in 

a patriarchal family structure. With the normalization of male violence rape or incent 

within communities the blame never seems to lie on the person who committed it 

(Mathoma, 2006, Bowman & Brundige, 2014). Within a patriarchal family structure, 

the way African children are socialized to show absolute respect for parents and 

adults can make them vulnerable to intra-familiar sexual abuse (Jewkes et al., 2005). 

Intra-familiar sexual abuse has been blamed on sex inequality where men dominance 

and entitlement has provided a platform for sexual abuse on children as sex has been 

used as a means to show control (Bowman & Brundige, 2014). Some men and 

women in Meursing et al. (1995) view that male sexuality is unstoppable once a man 

has the urge for sex.  

Being exposed to inter-parental violence children may come to find it acceptable to 

tolerate and accept the use of violence. Children accept and tolerate because it is 

what they are used to especially as learning is considered to take place in a social 

context (Bandura, 1977).  Being in close proximity children often witness this 

intimate partner violence. Children exposed to such violence may learn to normalize 

it and can become themselves victims or perpetrators. For instance, Calvete et al. 

(2014) sought the perspective of children, parents and professionals on child to 

parent violence in adolescents. Children in that study attributed their violent 

behavior toward their parents to be a result of exposure to conflict and violence they 

saw in their homes. Findings in Mullender et al. (2002) show that children themselves 

will either take part in violence or they may be caught between. Sometimes children 

may be injured if they attempt to intervene. Overlien & Hyden (2009) in their study 

on children’s action when experiencing domestic violence, found that some of the 

children even though very young tried to intervene or tried to solve the problem. 

Hester & Radford (1996) also found that children would try to physically stop the 

violence.  Interventions by children to protect the mother can contribute in 

intensifying anger and may result in children being abused as Humphreys & 

Mullender (2000, p 10) site one of the children in  Abrahams (1994) who reported 

“me and my sister would jump on his back to stop him hurting Mum, but he would 

just hit you off… Then you would go flying because he was so big”. Namy et al. 

(2017) also found that children are often at the receiving end of misplaced 
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aggression. One of the participant’s (father. FGD) in Namy et al. (2017) reported 

that: 

 Whenever the husband is angered by the wife he ceases to be the father of their 

children, and will beat them for their mother's actions. In the same way, whenever 

the mother is angered by the husband, the children become the father's and she will 

beat them in revenge. For example whoever is angered by the other's actions will 

refer to the children as the other's bastards. (p. 12) 

 

Women may turn to direct their anger towards children as a result of their 

powerlessness. Thus, inter-parental violence can have a spillover effect on the 

children as it affects parent child relationships. Furthermore, because of inter-

parental violence children may develop adjustment problem and may externalize by 

exhibiting very appositional behavior which further puts them in conflict with 

parents thereby exposing them further to abuse. In Namy et al. (2017, p. 12), findings 

showed that “co-occurring violence is common, reflecting a constellation of intra-

familial dynamics frequently resulting in poly-victimization (physical and emotional) 

of women and children”. Straus (1980) also advances that intimate partner violence 

and parent child violence often co-occur. Families with lower marital satisfaction 

impact child abuse since this dissatisfaction tends to be projected to the child in 

many different ways such as violent act or verbal abuse. This can have an effect on 

the child later on relationships in life. According to Vondra (1990, p.157) “troubled, 

emotionally abusive relationships in childhood jeopardize the quality of later adult 

relationships, particularly the critical marital relationship”. 

 

The desire to have many children in many African societies has resulted in large 

family sizes.  In Kock & Prost (2017) one of the major benefits of having a large 

family according to participants in the study is that labour can be divided or shared 

among children. . Family size impact children as it encourages the practice of child 

labour, as lack of resources or poverty results in children having to help provide for 

the family. In a qualitative study carried out in Zambia by Chanda (2014) children 

had to drop out of school so as to work in order to help provide for basic needs and 

also help parents pay for house rents. According to child protection officers in the 

study working and going to school resulted in poor performance in school. However, 

parent’s participants in Chanda (2014) saw child domestic work in a positive light 

since from their perspective it helped children find money to pay for school fees and 

needs. Oyaide (2000) reported in his study that children miss out on schooling and 

training because of child labour. According to Adeyemi & Oluwaseum (2012), 

parents who have many children and cannot afford to care for them this results in 
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them being neglected, thus many of these children have to go to the street to survive. 

Children’s decision to go to the street is informed by the degree of care they receive 

from parents (Ward et al, (2007). Family sizes also affect parents’ interaction level 

with their children. 

3.4.3 Social level  

Although the connection between social factors and child abuse is difficult to 

determine because of the complex causal relationship, factors that contribute to child 

abuse (Olson & Stroud, 2012) in the social environment is still important when it 

comes to child abuse. Influences from the social level rob families of their ability to 

cope as some social factors work often against vulnerable families putting children 

further at risk of abuse (Ferguson, 2010). Within the social level, socio-economic, 

community, social isolation and social support (both formal and informal) factors 

have been found to influence child abuse (Cicchetti & Valentino, 2006, Bartlett et 

al., 2014). Jernbro et al. (2010) qualitatively analyzed feelings and thoughts of both 

young adults in Sweden who have been exposed to abuse and those who have not. 

The role of the society emerged as one of the main categories as both groups in the 

study reported that the social environment is important when it comes to giving 

children support. Respondents in the study felt that the authorities and the school 

play an important role in addressing child abuse. They felt the school should inform 

children of their rights as they argued that schools can detect and intervene when 

children are being abused. Respondents in Jernbro et al. (2010) also advanced for 

the need for schools to have resources so that they can be responsive when child 

abuse is detected. One female respondent in the Jernbro et al. (2010), had this 

remark : 

  “I turned ‘into myself’ when I was bullied / beaten at home. This led to depression 

which the school nurse and school counsellor discovered by chance and resulted in 

therapy. Guess if I get upset when I see how these services (school nurse, school 

counsellor) are removed from schools. I would probably not be alive today if they 

would not have been there for me ! ” (p. 18). 

Respondents in the Jernbro et al. (2010) also expressed the need for more stringent 

penalties for those who abuse children as some suggested castration or death penalty 

for those who sexually abuse children. The need to create more awareness in the 

community was expressed by respondents as they felt that openness make it easier 
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for children to disclose abuse without feeling stigmatized. They also argued that 

everybody who suspects that a child is being abuse should be obliged to intervene 

(Jernbro et al. (2010). 

     Socio-economic condition plays a significant role when it comes to child abuse. 

Alenoma (2012) qualitative study on parent perspective on children send to the street 

in Ghana found out that many parents to these children were poor and encouraged 

their children to go to the street to help raise money for their school needs and to 

help support the family. Many parents according to Alenoma (2012) saw children as 

having a responsibility in their nurture. In the study, it was reported by some 

guardians that children had to go to the street due to the guardians being too old to 

carry out economic activity. In Cameroon with at least half of the population living 

below the poverty line, by default children have to engage in some kind of economic 

activity. According to Ndjanyou & Djiénouassi (2014), 41.9% of children between 

10 to 17 years participate in the labour force in Cameroon.  This exposes children to 

many different vices such as child trafficking, sexual abuse and some other types of 

abuses. Ndjanyou & Djiénouassi (2014), also reported that girls and children living 

in rural areas are impacted more. Family functioning is affected by economic 

hardship and poverty thus affecting children’s living conditions.  According to Sedlak 

et al. (2010), children in lower socio-economic homes are more probable to 

experience physical punishment as a disciplinary method.   

     Lack of social support and isolation is viewed as something maltreating parents 

actively contribute to. Social isolation can especially be noted in families today as 

families have undergone a change in trend. According to Newman & Grauerholz 

(2002), with a change in trend, families have become self-contained thus, 

disconnecting families from social connection with others. This has led to families 

being isolated from protective influences as a lack in this network of support 

increases stress on families. Parents now become the sole absorber of the stressors 

in the family as such putting children at risk of abuse. In most African societies 

individuals have been able to cope because they have been able to interact with 

family and with people in their communities. According to Weiss et al. (1993), for a 

child to grow in a healthy way they need the support of the family which in turn 

needs to be supported and nurtured by the institutions and individuals in the 

community. When families lack these social support, there is risk for child abuse. As 

a child develops, so too do parents develop in their parenting role. This parental 

developmental process is enhanced by the support that is grounded in the 
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community, social and cultural sphere (Dunst, 1995) be it formal or informal. Social 

support help to promote growth, empowerment and development of the family. 

Communities pose a varying degree of social capital. According to Tomison &Wise 

(1999), in communities with high social capital there exists a diverse complex 

interpersonal relationship. When communities have high social capital which is 

accessible, with precise norms and sanctions on parent and child behavior, coupled 

with good information network, parents will have the possibility for advancement. 

This helps parents in better parenting and as a consequence reduces stress, 

decreasing the level of children experiencing child abuse. With these connections 

parents’ ability to cope in times of stress is greatly influenced since they can obtain 

assistance and advice (Tomison &Wise, 1999). Whereas in communities where there 

is absence of support family struggle affects parents. Melton & Barry (1994), 

advances that in communities with a social support network, rate of child abuse is 

reduced. Social support in its own right acts like a buffer e.g. young parents needs to 

take a break from the demands of parenting by sorting out for available support 

system from their extended families, neighbours, community. Support can be formal 

as well as informal. Formal support maybe in the form of home visit programs, 

income support, counselling, and child care services, educational development 

opportunity which are all services that help in reducing the risk of child abuse in 

families (Freysteinsdóttir, 2004). These services are said to help reduce parental 

anger, anxiousness and the burden from parents who may be feeling overwhelmed. 

For example after child birth, home nursing care programs which exist in societies 

where formal social support services exist and families have access to them will help 

parents navigate being new parents. This makes it easy for parents to cope. These 

kinds of formal support services are not available in all societies (not all societies can 

afford this kind of formal support) and as such they have to rely on informal support. 

In communities like in Cameroon informal social support can buffers risk of child 

abuse. For example, after giving birth in Cameroon and most other African 

countries, most mothers to the new mothers come to stay with the family 

(Liamputtong, 2007). This is what is commonly referred to as “Omugwo” in the 

Igbo tradition. According to Liamputtong (2007) this form of informal social 

support provided by the woman’s family is considered crucial to the survival of the 

child and the mother especially as it helps compensate for the neglect of this period 

by modern health care in these areas. When mothers for example get support from 

their partners, extended families or friends in child care or emotionally it gives 

mothers the opportunity to recuperate. They in turn can become more sensitive and 

warm toward the child. This allows for secure attachment with a child. However, in 
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situations where mothers do not receive these supports either in the form of care or 

emotional support they may become stressed, overwhelmed and this would provide 

a very adverse environment for child development. As such having, for instance, 

financial as well as emotional support is an integral part in impeding child abuse. 

     The community, neighbourhood and neighbour can have an influence on family 

life. In examining responses non abusive and abusive parents give about their 

neighbourhood Polansky et al. (1985) found that non abusive parents are of the 

impression that their neighbourhood and neighbours are very helpful while parents 

who are abusive and neglectful portray that their neighbourhood is unfriendly and 

their neighbours as unhelpful. Other studies also show that rates of abuse are linked 

to child-reported violence in the community (Ben-Arieh et al., 2014, Freisthler et al., 

2006, Petersen et al., 2013). Other studies such as Furstenberg et al. (2000), and 

Klebanov et al. (1997), however show that neighborhoods had minimal influence on 

parenting. 

3.4.4 Cultural level 

 
Culture and cultural beliefs are seen as attributes common to a set of people often 

hooked through their ways of thinking, norms, beliefs, patterns of thought, attitudes 

and values, etc. (Thomas, 2012). According to Monks et al. (2009), people’s 

behaviour are embedded within culture of the organisation as such culture turns to 

influence the way people behave and act especially in how they raise their children. 

Cultural beliefs and norms decide child rearing practices and also help in 

constructing and upholding masculinity and male dominance. Furthermore, cultural 

factors such as religion, ethnicity influence child abuse. Plummer & Njuguna (2009) 

interviewed 36 professionals who worked to intervene or prevent child sexual abuse. 

Participants were from seven different tribes from Kenya. They grouped them 

according to tribal affiliation. Participants advanced that cultural beliefs were some 

of those factors that created sexual abuse. Six of the tribes identified sexual norms 

and gender roles as risk factors that promote sexual abuse. Furthermore, culture of 

silience was identified in five of the groups studied in Plummer & Njuguna (2009). 

In four of the groups cultural factors such as the role assigned to children, social 

changes and patriarchy were identified as promoting sexual abuse. For instance 

participants in Plummer & Njuguna (2009, p. 529) held views such as “it is 

considered a sign of wealth if a man marries many wives so he may marry young girls 
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in preparation for old age”. “After circumcision or FGM, children are encouraged 

to engage in sex. One way was through the influential songs sung during and after 

the initiation ceremonies”. “Kamba lifestyle of traveling long distances to fetch 

firewood and water, herding exposes young children, especially girls, to abuse.” 

These from their perspectives promoted sexual abuse. 

 

Cultural beliefs affect children care. In a focus group discussion of orphaned 

children and their caregivers in Ghana, cultural factors were identified as impacting 

orphans care (Yarney et al., 2015). Participants reported that traditional rituals, 

cultural ceremonies, puberty rites, marriage ceremonies, traditional norms, 

inheritance and polygyny impact orphans care. Funeral ceremonies were considered 

to be very important as they believe that a person’s worth is unveiled during their 

funeral. During this funeral rites, a lot of money is spent on the ceremonies as 

opposed to spending on the needs of these orphaned children. These rituals or right 

according to Yarney et al. (2015, p. 4) leave the family with financial stain as reported 

by one of the participants in the study who stated that “she may never be able to 

educate her children afterwards, even what to eat may be a problem for the rest of 

their lives” (FGD, Women, and Kumasi Metropolis). Moreover, these rights are 

organized over a long period of time which results in caregivers spending less time 

with orphan or helping them out with school work and in some cases the children 

have to leave school to assist in these ceremonies (Yarney et al., 2015). 

 

Religion as do beliefs held by parents have an influence on how parents rear their 

children and also how members in a cultural community support and interact with 

each other (Hong & Espelage, 2012, Sheppard, 2012). The ideology in religious or 

cultural orientation has very strong influence on the other system (Sheppard, 2012). 

These values and beliefs affect children’s experience and also their experience of 

child abuse. According to Pereira (2010), religion had strong influence on 

participants’ attitude when it comes to how they parent their children. For instance 

in Pereira (2010), teachers and parents justify smacking or hitting children by quoting 

biblical verses such as Proverb 10, verse 13. In cultures where there is acceptance 

and tolerance of violence it will help contribute to child abuse in families and in 

society at large (Hong & Espelage, 2012). In Cameroon there tend to be permissive 

cultural attitude towards violence and it is culturally acceptable to use physical 

punishment or corporal punishment to effect discipline. Thus even with the 

enactment of laws to abolish the use of corporal punishment in school it’s still 

difficult to stem the practice due to the effect of culture. In a qualitative study carried 

out in South Africa, corporal punishment was viewed in a positive light by many 



 

83 

evaluators and learners in the study (Makhsane & Chikoko, 2016). One of the 

evaluator’s in Makhsane & Chikoko (2016) reported that: 

 “Sometimes learners, particularly black learners, will encourage the teacher to 

beat them, pointing out that they are misbehaving, because they are not beaten. 

When I first came to this school, they used to encourage me to beat them as their 

previous teacher did”. (2016, p. 5). 

Participants in the study viewed it as an African culture and brought forward the 

importance of corporal punishment. Therefore, adults have the cultural authority to 

administer it. Although seen as an African culture other participants in Makhsane & 

Chikoko (2016) viewed it as a form of violence which leads to learner’s violent 

behavior as reported by one of the participants who advanced that: 

     “I don’t want to be nasty. I don’t see any benefits of corporal punishment. You 

see, we bring violence to the school. We endorse it and then these learners go out of 

the school and violence continues. We should try to build a non-violent society. That 

must start in the school. We should not tolerate violence in any part of our life. The 

school should be a ‘violent free zone’ and we should also have a ‘violent free zone’ 

outside the school. In the school, a ‘violence free zone’ should be enforced by the 

teachers and outside the school it should be enforced by the police” (Trainer 1). (p. 

6) 

 

3.5 Approaching child abuse through young people views 

A growing emphasis on children right to have a voice especially on issues that affect 

them has not escaped research. Research on children has evolved from researchers 

just testing and observing children’s competence and development or simply relying 

on adult’s perspectives about children’s lives to researchers’ soliciting children’s 

views (Einarsdóttir, 2007). According to Mayall (2002, p. 121), “there has been a 

prepositional shift from working on children to working with children”. In this 

perspective children are viewed as research subject and not research objects. This 

shows interest in children’s knowledge and understanding therefore, the 

acknowledgment that children have subjective views that are worth researching on 

(Wyness, 2006). This has fallen in line with the convention of the right of the child 

where the children’s right to participate in decisions affecting them and communicate 

their views is recognised. States that ratify this convention are expected to honour 
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and make sure that children are guaranteed these rights as stipulated in Article 12 

which outlines that: 

 States, parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own 

views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the 

views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity 

of the child. (Convention of the Right of the child, 2009, p. 3).  

When children in a society are not allowed to express their views they remain objects 

of societal forces rather than agents or active subject in their own life (Waller et al., 

2011, Harcourt et al., 2011). There is thus the recognition that children are full 

members of the society (Wyness, 2012).When children express their views they do 

not just help in adding to existing knowledge, they also bring in another or their own 

perspective different from that of adults.  Although children’s views may very much 

be akin to those of adults, their views are uniquely theirs and different from those of 

adults. This is because the way children conceptualize issues may not be the same as 

adults do. Studies have shown that parents and children often interpret events 

differently (Vittrup & Holden, 2010, Dobbs &Duncan, 2004). For example 

according to Dobbs & Duncan (2004) in their study in New Zealand on children’s 

perspectives on physical discipline, they found that children’s reports of physical 

discipline differ from views held by adults on effects of physical discipline. Dobbs 

& Duncan (2004, p. 376) found differences in how parents and children view 

spanking, parents viewed spanking as something that was applied gently and done 

out of love “a gentle tap or a loving smack”, children on the other hand view it as a 

“hard hit” or a “very hard hit” In this respect if discipline were to be viewed solely 

from the parents perspective getting a holistic picture of it will not be possible. By 

allowing children’s voices there is the possibility of gaining knowledge and a more 

inclusive view. Therefore, balance in perspective is gained on such a controversial 

issue such as child abuse. Menkel-Meadow (1987, p. 52) makes an interesting and an 

important argument when he advances that  “each time we let in an excluded group, 

each time we listened to a new way of knowing, we learnt more about the limits of 

our current way of seeing”. Soliciting children views may result in early identification 

of some issues which order wise would present themselves just in adulthood. For 

example many parents who use corporal punishment may see it as a way of 

disciplining their kids meanwhile children who are receiving it see it as abuse which 

may lead to trauma or psychological problems later on in life. Allowing children to 

express their views may help provide for a better approach to discipline or any other 
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issue that affects children rather than just trying to deal with it consequences later 

on in adulthood. This may be devastating to the individual or community they find 

themselves. According to Young et al. (2011, p. 889) “the way children process their 

childhood experience of violence has an important impact on how they would 

perceive future social situations”. In exploring the association between children’s 

perceptions of parental emotional neglect and future psychopathology Young et al 

(2011, p. 895) observed that “young people who perceived parental neglect and 

control show an increased risk of developing psychiatric disorders”. Knowing this 

and dealing with it early may minimize future psychopathology. 

     Arguments have been made on whether to believe what children say or not. This 

is often based on the premise that children lie or that they could not distinguish 

between reality and fantasy (Morrow, 1999, Punch, 2002). However, according to 

Ennew (1994) lies telling is not something that is only synonymous with children, 

adults lie too. Ennew (1994) advises that this can be overcome by researchers 

establishing a relationship of trust with children. It will make children more open 

and forth coming. Furthermore, worries about children’s competence have been 

raised. However, in Priscilla Alderson’s, UK study on children’s consent to surgery, 

surgeons reported that children as young as eight years can make remarkable 

decisions (Alderson, 1993). Freeman (2011, p.15) also reported that “young children 

can be highly competent, technically, cognitively, socially and morally”. According 

to Dobbs & Duncan (2004) in their qualitative study of children’s perspective of 

physical discipline they concluded that children have a considerable insight and 

understanding into other people’s feelings and behavior as they are able to articulate 

and clearly express themselves. In a study carried out in children between the ages 

of 4-7 who had experienced or witnessed violence toward their mothers, from  their 

mothers partners, in Nowary it was found that children as young as four were  

competent as they were capable of giving useful and reliable information (Evang & 

Øverlien, 2015). Children could communicate what it means for them to live in a 

family with domestic abuse and at the same time they were able to regulate, limit and 

take leads in interviews (Evang & Øverlien, 2015).  

    Children have the disposition to make sense of their own experiences. Wyness 

(2012, p. 206) assess that children can account for themselves, their understanding 

and their experiences quite adequately through interviews. Studies have been done 

where children views were solicited especially in those areas that affected their lives. 

Some of these studies were based on their views or experiences of domestic violence, 
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corporal punishment, sexual abuse and discipline (Aadnanes & Gulbrandsen, 2017, 

Breen et al., 2015, Nixon & Halpenny, 2010, Jernbro et al., 2010 Cunningham & 

Baker, 2004, Dobbs and Duncan, 2004). Others have centered on children 

understanding their rights (Daly et al., 2016), some on children’s views on early 

childhood (Einarsdóttir, 2007). Therefore, according to Greene & Hogan (2005, 

p.18) it is “important that we avoid merely paying lip-service to the idea of listening 

to children or exploiting what we learn from children about their lives in ways that 

meet adult agendas only”. In this perspective there is need for adults to recognise 

children’s contribution to society and their right for agency (James, 2009).  

     When it comes to children’s voices, those of children from Africa are rarely heard. 

This is especially because in most social and cultural context in African countries, 

consulting children is not considered a right nor is it an obligation that parents have 

to meet (Percy-Smith & Thomas, 2010). Children who therefore express their views 

are seen as disrespectful or, behaving out of the norm. There is, often a lack of 

recognition of knowledge from children as their views are not often valued nor 

appreciated by adults in their society. Twum –Danso makes this point when in a 

focus group discussion, carried out with Nima Basic 1 primary school in Ghana, 

where children did not think it was their place or role to speak, even in issues that 

concerned them and thus often referred to social disapproval (Percy-Smith & 

Thomas, 2010). This has been attributed to child rearing and childhood construction 

where children are according to Percy-Smith & Thomas (2010, p. 135) taught to 

“know their place in society and also restrict their ability to express their opinion” 

Although in developing countries there is the acknowledgement for children to take 

on social and economic responsibility however, their right to negotiate or exercise 

autonomous choices are restricted (Percy-Smith & Thomas, 2010). According to 

Lansdown research in to children perspectives and experiences show that adults 

underestimate children capacities (Percy-Smith & Thomas, 2010). Berger & 

Luckmann in (Webb, 2014) advances that: 

The theoretical formulation of reality, whether scientific or philosophical or even 

mythological, do not exhaust what is “real” for members of a society. Since this is 

so, the sociology of knowledge must first of all concern itself with what people 

“know” as “reality” in their everyday, non- or pre-theoretical lives. In other words, 

common sense “knowledge” rather than “ideas” must be the central focus for the 

sociology of knowledge. It is precisely this “knowledge” that constitutes the fabric 

meanings without which no society could exist. (P.209-210) 
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From my perspective, to gain knowledge about child abuse in a particular setting 

knowledge should be acquired from people who live in the setting. This is because 

people belonging to that setting are better placed to talk about issues that affect 

them. Knowing that an issue, such as child abuse is said to vary across time, society, 

culture and can even vary between the same cultures, (Freeman & Mathison, 2009) 

it is important to approach it from people subjective views. These variations certainly 

influences how people see child abuse and even the way children experience abuse. 

The meaning they make therefore are often influenced by their own personal 

experience, beliefs and culture (Horwath & Lees, 2010). As such the study asserts 

that, young people in Cameroon know and can make sense of their experiences and 

that of other children in their communities and society. They can contribute to 

knowledge. They are recognised as a social group that deserves to be heard as they, 

in their own rights are experts of their lives since they are the ones who experience 

these abuses. They are therefore, considered well placed and capable of articulating 

their own views. By using their own voices they are viewed as “active beings” 

(Greene & Hill, 2005, Balen et al., 2006). In addition by using young people’s views 

a voice is given to that section of the population that, order wise, is never heard 

from.  

In this study young people are recognised as members of the society and are 

considered as a group (collective). While each child or an individual cannot be 

regarded as a representative of an entire culture, society or country, their collective 

voices or views on the other hand can provide a synopsis of the issue of child abuse 

in Cameroon. A subjective account ensures that the issue of child abuse be told from 

the participants’ point of view as it allows for their personal interpretation of child 

abuse. As such they interpret it as they see and understand it. Mullender et al. (2002, 

p. 22) makes the accession that “children’s own perceptions and actions in all areas 

of their lives deserve separate study if existing gaps in our understanding are to be 

filled”.  

       In this study, I examine young people’s views on child abuse. Through these 

views information about influences of child abuse can be acquired. To develop a 

deeper understanding of such a complex issue like child abuse I found it imperative 

to incorporate different voices as they provide for a greater in-depth.  I do recognise 

the need for children’s standards and their place in society to be lifted, I also 

recognise that as one group is being lifted it does not mean we subjugate the other 

group. Therefore, although I recognize the importance and need for children’s 
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voices to be heard I also recognize the danger and bias when it comes to a single or 

one-sided voice especially in a context where studies on child abuse are limited. I 

have incorporate teachers’ views to represent the adult’s views on child abuse. This 

is to enrich the study as it provides further in-depth. Furthermore, I chose to 

incorporate teachers’ views in to the study because firstly, the study took place in a 

school environment where to get to the students it has to be done through the 

administration. Their consent must be gotten first before getting to the students. 

Consent from teachers was appropriate here because when students are in a school 

environment they are under the school’s responsibility. Teachers are responsible for 

the students’ safety, wellbeing and security in school. Moreover, they are close to the 

students and as such can know a great deal about them. They are in this respect 

knowledgeable about some experiences of their students when it comes to child 

abuse. Therefore, their view on child abuse is important and informative and adds 

knowledge on the issue. Secondly, culturally Cameroon is a hierarchical society which 

also had an influence on my personal cultural bias. From a cultural standpoint, I 

believe the one does not go to a man’s house interacts with the children without 

seeking the opinions of the home owner. I considered it a sign of respect and I found 

it difficult dissociating myself from it. Furthermore, this type of hierarchical society 

often entails that adults are often the go to people. So if I were to just focus on 

soliciting children views without having adults in the community, in this case 

teachers, I can be questioned or challenged by adults in the community. There is 

already a great deal of antagonism going on, on how cultural and societal values are 

being watered down by “western values”. I did not want to contribute to that 

antagonism as well as the idea of this research being seen as trying to devalue cultural 

and social norms. Moreover, during the data collection, some teachers were ready to 

air their views immediately as the schools were informed about the research. By 

conducting an in-depth interview it is possible to validate the research even as that 

was not the principal purpose of conducting the interviews. Having teachers’ views 

(adults) at the same time prevent antagonising the other members (adults) in the 

society. 

     The fact that teachers’ views were solicited does not prevent children’s views 

from standing on their own. Also when it comes to a context like Cameroon where 

studies on issues such as child abuse are often limited getting different voices from 

varied sector can only help to further understand the issue. Therefore getting views 

that represent both sections of the society (young people and adults) can provide 

more context, as they may interpret issues differently which is important when it 
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comes to understanding such a complex issue as child abuse . Therefore, 

incorporating both diverse groups of teachers and young people from public schools 

both from rural and urban areas provide a unique opportunity to gain knowledge on 

this issue of child abuse in the context of Cameroon. Children thus, can act 

communally and jointly with adult to generate knowledge which can be used for the 

good of their society. 

     The ecological framework was chosen as the needed approach for this study 

because it allows a systemic approach to young people views of child abuse. It 

acknowledges the numerous influences that combine to influence child abuse (Tudge 

& Hogan, 2005 Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Moen, Elder, & Lüscher, 1995). This 

framework offers an insightful lens for understanding child abuse in Cameroon, it 

takes into consideration different influences at different levels (individual level, 

family level, social level and cultural levels). It is used because it is inclusive as it 

involves all the systems in which a child belongs whether directly or indirectly. 

Themes derived from the data are classified into different levels guided by the 

ecological framework. In a context like Cameroon where studies on child abuse are 

limited, using the ecological framework gives us a broad view on the issue of child 

abuse. By using this theoretical framework, we can understand the influences of child 

abuse within the different levels. Although the ecological framework is great at 

pinpointing the development stages of life and the different environments in which 

children associate (Burgess & Draper, 1989, Freysteinsdóttir, 2004) it is mainly 

descriptive and is not considered explanatory since it does not provide reasons for 

behavior (Burgess & Draper, 1989). It however, provides for more representative 

and inclusive models. 
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4                            RESEARCH APPROACH  

4.1 Research Task 

Child abuse is an ongoing ill in every society. However, children experience abuse 

differently in various parts of the world. This is as a result of different influences as 

they face different challenges. Research shows that what can be viewed as child abuse 

in one culture or even in one context may differ in another. It is thus relevant to look 

at child abuse from an informant or informants’ subjective view as it allows for the 

issue of child abuse to be seen through their own prism. This is because they are 

active informants in their real social context. Examining child abuse through 

subjective views acknowledges that people are better placed to provide insight in to 

the phenomenon especially as they are the ones experiencing it. It is in this context 

that my purpose is to examine young people views of child abuse in Cameroon. To 

do this, I investigate the following research questions:  

1) What are young people’s views of child abuse in the Cameroon context? 

2) What are teachers’ views of child abuse in the Cameroon context?  

       By examining young people’s views of child abuse the aim is to qualitatively 

identify influences of child abuse within the context of Cameroon. To achieve this, 

my task is to concretely examine those acts, actions, behaviours or beliefs that 

influence child abuse at the different levels. These will range from what is viewed as 

child abuse to those contextual/environmental influences of child abuse. These acts, 

actions or beliefs that influence child abuse are examined within the individual, 

family, social and cultural levels. These help to show the multiple dimensional 

influences of child abuse within different levels in the Cameroon context. 

        As already indicated in previous chapters the primary goal of this study is to 

examine young people’s views. However, in an effort to have multiple and diverse 

views, teacher’s views are also taken into consideration. Individual interviews of 

teachers’ offers adult “gate keepers” view of child abuse. This helps further in 
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providing more depth in to this very complex issue as it provides a more holistic 

understanding in to the issue of child abuse in Cameroon. The study therefore uses 

a multimethod approach which maximizes opportunities for participants to share 

both collective views and individual subjective views of child abuse. My use of a 

multiple approach: focus group for young people and interviews for teachers in this 

study is to generate data which consist of multiple views (Nieuwenhuis, 2007). 

Although the purpose of collecting data from different sources or informants is 

often to  triangulate so as to contrast and validate (Arksey & Knight, 1999), in this 

study, however, using different sources does not just suggest triangulation as 

different sources of data are not principally use as a means to “check-up” on findings 

from each source. 

4.2    Research Method 

Social reality can be approached through a variety of ways. Snape & Spencer (2003) 

suggest that there is no specific acceptable way of carrying out qualitative research. 

They however, do suggest that different methodological approaches have different 

philosophical assumptions (Snape & Spencer, (2003). These are philosophical 

assumptions on beliefs about the social world (ontology), nature of knowledge and 

how it is justified (epistemology), the role of value in a study (axiology) and the way 

knowledge is gotten or process (methodology) (Ormston et al., 2014). Denzin & 

Lincoln (2005) advises researchers to clearly make known their epistemological, 

ontological and methodological (philosophical assumptions) stance before research 

begins. These philosophical assumptions inform researchers’ choices on how the 

research is going to be carried out. According to Denzin & Lincoln, there should be 

consistency between philosophical assumptions and the method used. This, 

according to Morse et al. (2001) produces a more “valid” finding.  

      To understand my position here, I use research paradigm to explain the 

underlying paradigm of this study. A research paradigm according to Denzin & 

Lincoln (2003b, p. 33) is ‘the net that contains the researcher’s epistemological, 

ontological, and methodological premises”. In this study from an ontological stance 

I am of the position that when it comes to child abuse there is no single reality. This 

is because child abuse varies across cultures, jurisdiction and even across time (Daly, 

2014). For example beliefs about how people bring up their children vary across 

cultures. Also there is heterogeneity in the phenomenon of child abuse as seen in 
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chapter 3. Based on this understanding a subjective ontology fits in the realm of this 

study. In light with this stance from an epistemological standpoint, I think people 

(young people and teachers) who live in that setting are better positioned to talk 

about it (interpretivists interpreting). This is because the purpose is to understand. It 

is in this regard that I locate my study within an interpretive paradigm. This is 

because my focus is to understand the issue of child abuse in Cameroon through 

participants’ views. In this case I am therefore, not focused on the objective world, 

but rather on participants’ subjective interpretation (Chen et al., 2011). With this 

approach, we are able to have an idiographic focus as it is possible to understand 

particular events or people in specific social contexts and not just concerned with 

universal knowledge (nomothetic knowledge) (Hammersley, 2013).  

        Social issues such as child abuse cannot be singled out from the context as they 

are inextricably linked. As an example, it has been documented that many African 

women are victims of domestic violence (Bowman, 2003). However, to have a better 

understanding of this issue, it should be viewed in the context in which it occurs.  

Failure to do this, misrepresents the problem and makes it even more difficult to 

prevent especially keeping in mind that most African women are subject to 

customary African laws (Bowman, 2003). Social life is understood through meanings 

individuals assign to their everyday life (Fouche & Delport, 2002). People are the 

ones who give meaning to their social world. I therefore, advance that it is necessary 

to understand child abuse through views of young people and teachers (those living 

in that setting and experience it in one way or the other). Respondents therefore in 

the study are not just viewed as participants only but as informants as they are not 

just talked to but they talk for themselves. Words are not put in to their mouths 

(Matthews, 2005). They are active informants in their real social context (Matthews, 

2005).  

     In the study, I do not consider reality as value free nor context free but rather 

view nature of inquiry as value-laden (Ritchie & Lewis, 2011, Lincoln & Guba, 2003). 

Thus, the need to approach reality from subjects.  In this process, a rich, descriptive 

view of child abuse in Cameroon can be captured as opposed to just explanation 

(Creswell, 2007). According to Ritchie & Lewis (2003, p.23), “explanations can only 

be offered at the level of meaning rather than cause”. Furthermore, Crotty (1998, p. 

68) states “our interest in the social world tends to focus on exactly those aspects 

that are unique, individual and qualitative”. I therefore believe that the knowledge 
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on child abuse can be accessed through respondents’ views (interpretations), thus 

the reason to value subjectivity (Lincoln & Guba, 2003). 

     I also do understand that participants and the researcher are interactively 

connected in the development of knowledge and understanding (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994). Researcher decides from the start what to study and how to approach it. Also 

researchers dialogue with participants, enabling them to articulate their views and 

experiences descriptively and fully. Co-creation of knowledge therefore, occurs 

throughout the investigation process, however, I make my position clear. According 

to Davidsen (2013, p. 323), “interpreting what is understood means explicitly 

articulating, making intelligible, laying out, unveiling, or thematising it’s as-

structure”. It has been argued by some researchers that meaning is  justified from an 

empirical bases since it allows for description of meaning (Svensson, 1986). 

However, others have argued that descriptions also involve interpretation as 

interpretation cannot be avoided (Langdridge, 2007, Gadamer, 1989). By 

interpreting according to Larkin et al. (2006), participants’ accounts are placed within 

a broader cultural or social and theoretical context. I therefore, acknowledge that my 

subjectivity cannot be separated completely from my study. I however, do try to be 

opened to the data as well as what I analyse and report.  

      Driven by these ontological and epistemological stance a qualitative approach 

best answers the research questions in this study. I take advantage of a qualitative 

approach to explore the subjective views of young people and teachers views on 

child abuse. I view this approach as the most convenient to achieve the aim and 

objective of the study. The qualitative approach aims at exploring, interpreting and 

providing an in-depth descriptive account of the phenomenon under investigation. 

The defining characteristics of qualitative research is capturing the meaning of social 

phenomenon from informant point of view as emphasised by writers such as Denzin 

&Lincoln, (2011) , Hammersley & Atkinson (2007), Silverman, (2011), Flick, (2009).  

Flick, (2009) sees it as a naturalistic, interpretative way to explore phenomena. 

Denzin & Lincoln describe it as: 

A set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices 

transform the world. They turn the world into a series of representations, including 

fieldnotes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings and memos to self … 

qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense 
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of or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (2011, p. 

3)  

Hammersley (1992, p. 165) further suggests that it is an attempt to “document the 

world from the point of view of the people studied”. Miles et al. (2014) argue that 

qualitative research captures perceptions from the inside as the task or purpose is to 

describe how people come to a particular understanding. Gubrium & Holstein 

(1997) attest that through qualitative research attention is paid to what the informant 

says so as to understand what things mean to them. Through it a range of dimensions 

of the social world can be explored (Mason, 2002). In this regard, qualitative studies 

are important as they allow us to garner in-depth information on a particular 

phenomenon. In addition the nature of the research topic and research questions 

needs rich in-depth information that otherwise would not be gotten from other 

methods. This allows for issues such as child abuse to be explored in-depth from the 

point of view of those who live in that social context. According to Mason (1996, p. 

4), this leads to “data generation which are flexible and sensitive to the social context 

in which data is produced”. As a method of probing, the approach garners in-depth 

and intimate information regarding issues (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997). 

       Using qualitative approach brings out nuances. By using subjective views, a 

human perspective to the issues is obtained by capturing those nuances in a detailed 

account. The study therefore makes us understand that, “the way people talk about 

their lives is important and the language they use and the connections they make 

reveal the world they see and in which they act” (Simmons, 1984, p. 61). 

Furthermore, it' makes it possible for the unseen to be seen in its own right as it is 

achieved through description.Qualitative approach thus favours description and 

through description respect is paid to qualities and in-depth. Gubrium & Holstein 

(1997, p.12) argues “we must have a good clear picture of the qualities of the world 

before we can attempt to explain it alone predict or modify it”. Thus descriptions 

justifies itself, the research aims to apprehend and comprehend the diversity, 

intricacy, subtlety, and complication that compose the social. Therefore, using young 

people and teachers views for me allows for the issue of child abuse to be examined 

holistically within a person’s natural environment (Castro et al., 2010, Gelo et al., 

2008) as it spans across the micro-macro levels (Ambert et al., 1995). Denzin& 

Lincoln (2005) advances that qualitative research should be done in a systematic 

fashion for aspects of social life to be understood 
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With the qualitative approach research, the what, why and how questions are tried 

to be answered and not so much the “how many” question (Ormston et al., 2014, 

Joubish et al., 2011). Its aim is to generate data through methods such as in-depth 

interviews,  focus groups discussions and observation usually in words or images and 

not numbers (Ormston et al., 2014, Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This results in rich, 

in-depth, detail and complex data. For this study I use a multiple methods. Seale et 

al. (2007), Patton, (2002,) and Ormston et al. (2014), hold the view that a better 

quality research is produce when a range of approaches and method are used in 

accordance with the aim and context of the study. Using a single, method according 

to Patton (2002), cannot adequately provide insight in to an issue. According to 

Silverman (2010), many qualitative studies have combined multiple methods. Snape 

& Spencer (2003), Denzin & Lincoln (2005), advance for the use of multiple 

methods. This provides greater insight and also helps in evaluating consistency of 

finding from data of different methods. Multi-method are often used because it leads 

to a better comprehensive and well developed account of the issue under study 

(Denzin, 1978). This is achieved in the study by using both focus group discussions 

and interviews. Furthermore, research questions solicited for two different data 

sources. As has been mentioned before although the study uses two different data 

sources the principal aim is not to corroborate. I however, also do understand that 

using multiple methods does not mean a complete picture of the issue of child abuse 

is achieve. Hammersley &Atkinson (1983) cushion that just because one adopts an 

aggregation of data from different sources it does not mean that it adds up to 

produce a more complete picture of a situation. 

      Focus group to some researchers is defined as a group interview for example 

Patton (1990) suggests that focus group is an organized group interview that allows 

for multiple or several views on an issue to be heard in a small amount of time.  

Lederman suggests it is a technique which involves in-depth group interviews with 

purposively selected participants (Rabiee, 2004). Other define focus group as a group 

discussion like Krueger & Casey, (2000, p. 5) who view it as a “carefully planned 

discussion designed to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest in a 

permissive, non threatening environment”. Data generated from focus group 

discussions are often richer when compared to those generated from one on one 

interview. This is mostly due to the synergy of the group dynamics (social interaction) 

(Rabiee, 2004) especially when the focus group is considered as a group discussion. 

Kitzinger, (1995, p. 299) advances that “focus group explicitly uses group interaction 

as part of the method”. In this study I view focus group as a group discussion. This 
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is because it aids to achieve the aim of the study which is having young people’s 

collective views on child abuse since attention is placed on how views are developed 

and negotiated between members. According to Reed & Payton (1997) when group 

interaction is ignored in the analysis of focus group an important part of the context 

is missed. Therefore in the analysis attention is paid to time and person as suggested. 

With interviews I had the same quality control as reiterated by Patton (1990) that 

focus group interviews are indeed interviews. Open ended questions were asked so 

as to access the views of young people and teachers interviewed. 

4.3  Conducting focus group discussion and interviews  

The research informants were secondary and high school students between the ages 

of 11-18 years and teachers.  Data was collected through a combination of multiple 

data gathering techniques (focus group discussions for students and interviews for 

teachers). These methods allowed for participants to articulate their views and 

experiences. Prior to conducting focus group discussions and interviews, I 

thoroughly considered and formulated the focus group questions and interview 

questions to serve the purpose and effectively address my research topic. I practiced 

thes questions with friends and some with six secondary school age children in order 

to get the length of time that would be needed for the focus group discussions and 

interviews. Furthermore, this was also done in order to test the questions and to 

practise conducting focus group discussions and interviews. When I arrived in each 

school, I was given a school administrator to assist me. In school A, it was one of 

the vice principals and in school B it was the discipline master who assisted in the 

logistics. They introduced me to the students and teachers. They also helped in 

allocating the preferred time for focus group discussions and the room in which it 

would take place. I arranged the interview time with the teachers. 

      I was familiar with school A in the Centre Region and school B in the North 

West Region since I had lived in these localities for many years. The region and the 

schools for the study were purposely selected. School A was selected because it is 

one of the first English government speaking public school in the Centre Region 

and one of the first bilingual school to incorporate teaching in French and English. 

Most often, when schools are referred as a bilingual in the Cameroonian context it 

means there exist a French and an English speaking sections. In the case of school 

A, some classes are taught both in French and English i.e. immersion. This provided 
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for greater diversity in the school since many different students from diverse 

background attended this school. School B on the order hand serves the sub-division 

area and students who attended this school came from different parts of the division 

as it is one of the only school around. Thus, by choosing a school from both an 

urban area and rural areas of which both are government schools or otherwise called 

public school it allowed for more diverse views and experiences. This is especially as 

government schools mirror more the Cameroonian society as children from all 

background attend these schools thus, their heterogeneity. 

4.3.1  Focus group with young people 

Some studies have primarily made use of focus group data is the main method of 

data collection (LeRouge & Niederman, 2006, Smolander et al., 2008, Tremblay et 

al., 2010, Dickinger et al., 2008, Behl et al., 2003). Using focus group for this study 

allows for data to be gathered from multiple participants at once and also helped 

provide a collective view. Moreover it provided a setting where participants were 

well versed with and comfortable in and thus, less threatening for many participants. 

This is because group discussions are often the mode through which many Africans 

socialize, so participating in a focus group discussion is not as intimidating to 

participants as one may expect. Moreover interviewing young people as a group 

counteracts the power of single. This is because of their numerical advantage 

(Wyness, 2012). This minimises the power relationship between adult and child as 

the collective position of peers wield considerable power (Wyness, 2012). This 

therefore, gave the opportunity to participants, who could find one-on-one or face-

to-face interaction intimidating an opportunity to express themselves. Through this 

method, we generate not just individual views but also collective young people views 

on the issue of child abuse. In addition focus group discussions was used because I 

knew it’s a setting where participants could possibly provide possible solutions on 

the issue of child abuse (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009, Duggleby, 2005). This is because, 

quite often, during the discussion participants bring in their experiences and insights 

which may help influence others (Stahl et al., 2011). Moreover, since child abuse is 

such a hidden issue in the Cameroonian context it allows, for participants to know 

that they are not alone as they discuss about it in a group setting. However, focus 

group discussions has its own limitation. For example it may influence participants 

not to be specific about their personal experience and would speak about 

hypothetical individuals. Furthermore, participants may find difficulty opening up 
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especially when dealing with sensitive personal information. In spite of these 

limitations, there are often ways to make participants feel relaxed and encouraged to 

speak or open up. During the focus group discussions, participants felt relaxed and 

conversed freely. 

    The focus groups were organized into three different groups (mixed group, 

homogenous male and female group). The reason for doing this was twofold. 

Culturally the society is still very much gender based. Thus, not every participant 

would want to be in the same group with the opposite sex base on religion or 

tradition. Furthermore, child abuse is such an intimate issue and as such not all 

participants will feel comfortable discussing such very intimate issues in the presence 

of an opposite gender. This therefore, ensured that participants were comfortable 

during the discussions. They were therefore given the opportunity to decide which 

focus group they felt comfortable participating in. This supports Hill’s (2006) 

observation that method should suit the personality and disposition of children. 

Although some participants chose the groups they felt comfortable participating in, 

some participants felt it did not matter to them which group they participated in and 

left it to me to choose. Furthermore, this grouping gave every participant in the focus 

group the opportunity for their voices to be heard (Chesnay, 2014, Carey & Ashbury, 

2012). It ensured insight to a wide range of experiences and views that these young 

people had on child abuse as well as how they interact and discuss the issue 

(Liamputtong, 2011, Conradson, 2005). 
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Figure 2 Focus group selection 

 Out of the seven classes in school five classes took part in the focus group 

discussions with the exemption of examination classes (i.e. form five and upper 

sixth). Focus group discussions were arranged during free periods. These are periods 

when students are expected to perform different activities by themselves. During 

these free periods, no classes are held. This way participants did not have to miss 

any lessons. During the focus group discussions participants were given the topic of 

discussion. There was a worry that, they will not open up or decide not to be forth 

coming from prior interactions with some students during break. Another worry 

came because of the taboo surrounding abuse especially when it came to sexual 

abuse. 

When selecting or recruiting focus group participants it was ensured that students 

who came to participate understood what was expected of them. Also, since child 

abuse is a sensitive topic only students who were ready to participate took part. 

Moreover, they had to be ready to talk. This was because while interacting with 

students outside especially those in school B during break I found out that some 

students had difficulty expressing themselves. Thus, since the study was not 

sampling for proportionality as the study goal was not to describe an entire 

population, those who finally participated were required to be able to express 

themselves and furthermore they may have experienced abuse personally, or not, or 

may have witness other children experience abuse.  
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When I arrived in each school, I had the opportunity to introduce myself to the 

students in their classes and then solicited for those who wished to participate. After 

this, those students who felt they could participate were invited to meet me after 

class. Forty-seven students from school A and school B participated in the focus 

group discussions and they ranged between 11-18 years. Twenty-five students were 

chosen in school A and twenty-two in school B. In total 6 focus group discussions 

were conducted and they all took place in school. The focus group discussions 

(FGD) were semi structured and open ended questions were asked. Although a focus 

discussion guide (see Appendix 3, p. 281) was developed I allowed the discussion to 

flow freely and follow-up questions were asked. I only had to utilize the guide when 

I had the impression that what I wanted to know has not been talked about. This 

facilitated the discussion and kept it on track.  

 

Before each discussion began, I reiterated the importance of trust and 

privacy.What was discussed within the group was expected to stay within the group. 

I emphasized the importance of privacy and the importance of not discussing other 

people’s experiences with others.I proceeded to play a game with participants. This 

was to put them at ease, break the silence and make everybody comfortable, however 

it was also for them to understand how information could be adulterated. The game 

involved participants forming a circle, holding hands and one of the participants was 

asked to make a sign on the palms of the person standing next to them. This was to 

be repeated still it got back to the participant who started it. At the end of that excise, 

the participant who began the game was asked if the sign he had passed on to the 

person next to him/her was the same sign he received. The response was always no. 

The purpose of this excise was to show to participants how information could be 

distorted. Thus if they took what was discussed here in private and told others they 

would be victimizing or re-victimizing the person who told them his or her 

experience in confidentiality. Also as said it served as a method of breaking the ice 

and putting participants at ease. 

 

Although, they were requested not to discuss other fellow participants’ 

experiences outside the group, they were however encouraged at the same time to 

talk about abuse and disclose abuse if they felt that they or other children around 

them were being abused .They were advised to always let an adult or a person in 

authority know when they felt that they or others were being abused. Also they were 

made to understand that there are no wrong nor right answers but only diverse points 

of views. They understood that the discussions were recorded and that only one 

person was permitted to speak at a time. It was easy to identify participants’ since 
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their names were already on their school uniforms (a school rule). This help to 

remember and identify each participant’s name thus making it easy to have a personal 

connection with each participant. The seating arrangements were made in such a way 

that it enabled participants to see and hear one another (circle seating). Thus it was 

easy to observe each participant this way. Each focus group discussion lasted about 

one hour to one hour thirty minutes. 

4.3.2 Interviews with teachers 

The study also uses interviews from teachers. According to Kvale (2006), interviews 

are a method for investigating individuals’ private and public lives. Kvale also 

assesses that through interview an issue can be understood from an individual´s 

point of view .Interview gives voice to people (Kvale, 2006). Dingwall & Greatbatch 

(1991) also advances that interviews are a means of providing insight in to individual 

experiences and views. In the study therefore, interviews provided the opportunity 

to gather data on child abuse through the views of the teachers. Data was gathered 

from teachers and school administrators as illustrated in the fig below. Subsequently 

in the study we would refer to teachers and school administrators simply as teachers. 

This is because teachers in the study also occupied the positions of school 

administrators responsible for the running of the school (principals, vice principals, 

discipline masters). It has been attested that interviews are often formal (Fox et al., 

2007). The interviews I had with teachers were much more conversational. This was 

thanks to the rapport I had built with the teachers and could be reflected in many of 

the teachers making sure that I did not just collect my data but also had a good stay 

while I was there. Thus many volunteered to be interviewed without me even asking.  

        Gleshne & Peshkin (1992, p. 87), states that “in an effective interview, both 

researcher and respondent feel good, rewarded and satisfied by the process and the 

outcomes”. This was mostly how I felt except for the fact that talks about abuse 

especially child abuse can be depressing and also when some teachers felt their values 

were being undermined and under attack. They made sure they informed me on how 

western values were destroying the African culture however, never once was their 

attack directed at me. An interview guide (see appendix 4, p. 282) was prepared for 

the interviews however, during the interviews I allowed the discussion to freely flow. 

Thus only when I thought that what I wanted to be discussed was not I will then 

ask. Open ended questions were asked. This give the opportunity for teachers to 

converse freely. All of the six interviews were conducted in English in their offices. 
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Figure 3 Interview selection 

Prior to the interviews I explained to the teachers the purpose of my studies which 

was to solicit information on child abuse in Cameroon. Teachers who were willing 

to participate in the interview gave me the time when the interview would take place. 

The interviews were arranged to take place when teachers were free. The six 

interviews took place in the school environment. In school A, one counsellor, two 

vice principals participated in the interviews while in school B, the principal, vice 

principal, disciplinary masters were interviewed.  

      To conclude the number of focus groups discussions and interviews allowed for 

saturation and sufficiency that is it allowed for  a point where no further new ideas 

or thought were uncovered (Chesnay, 2014). Although, the sample size may be 

subjected to time, financial resources and manpower available to the study, I made 

sure that there were adequate numbers of participants to allow me to fully acquire 

information that would provide insight to the issue of child abuse in Cameroon. 
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4.4  Description of participants  

The study is based on the information provided by secondary and high school 

students from school A and school B, and from teachers from school A and school 

B. Below is a summary information about the participants. All names are withheld. 

In the analysis, I will however be referring to them just as male and female 

participants. 

4.4.1 Focus group participants school A  

Mixed focus group school A (see appendix 8, p 283): This mixed focus group 

discussion took place on the 22 of February 2012. Discussion took place from 1.30 

pm to 3 pm. It lasted an hour thirty minutes. Nine participants were selected for the 

mixed focus group. The group was made up of five boys, four girls. They varied 

from the ages 11 to 17 years. Three of the students were in form four, two from 

form three, two from form two and one student in form one and lower sixth. 

Participants in this group came from varied backgrounds. From the introductions 

seven participants live with their parents while two were under the guardianship of 

relatives. At least one of the students came from a polygamous home. One student 

had lost a parent. Two of the parents worked in the civil service, three parents were 

teachers (teaching in elementary and secondary schools),One parent was a tailor and 

three parents had small businesses (selling second hand goods, selling food, a 

clothing shop) and one parent was a stay at home mother 

Female focus group school A (see appendix 8, p 284): This focus group discussion 

took place on the 29 of February 2012 from 1.30m to 3pm. Seven female students 

took part in the focus group discussion. Their ages ranged between 12 to 17 years. 

Three of the students were in form four, one in form one, two, three and lower sixth 

respectively. In this group, four of the students live with at least a parent. One 

student lives in a step home while three live with relatives. One of the students had 

never had contact with the father while two had lost their mothers. Four parents 

were civil servants, one a driver, one a construction worker, one worked in a financial 

institution and one owned a small eatery. 

Male Focus group, school A ( see appendix 8, p 285): Nine male students took 

part in the male focus group. Two were from lower sixth, three in form four, two 

from form 3 and two from form two. The focus group discussion took place on the 
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6th/3/2012 from 1.30 pm to 15pm. The focus group discussion lasted 1h30min. 

Three of these students live with both parents. Two in a step family home and three 

live with relatives. Four of the parents work with the public service, two of the 

guardians are civil servants, and one guardian works in a financial institution. Two 

of the parents were employed in the private sector (one in a printing press, one does 

business at the central market) and one parent works with an international 

organization. One of the parents is unemployed and one is a housewife. 

4.4.2 Focus group participants school B 

 
Female focus group school B (see appendix 8, p 286): Eight female students took 

part in the only female focus group. One student was from Lower sixth (LS), four 

students in form four, three from form 3 and one student in form two. The focus 

group discussion took place on the 12 /1/2012 in a spare room in school provided 

by the vice principal from 12 pm to 1.30pm. Participants’ ages in this group ranged 

between 14 to 18 years. Six of the children lived with their parents (out of the six 

two come from polygamous homes).One child lived alone (both parents are 

deceased), one of the student live with the grandparent (mother is deceased while 

father is remarried).Most of the parents are farmers. One is a bricklayer, one an 

elementary school teacher, one a nurse and one parent owns a provision store. 

 

Mixed focus group discussion school B (see appendix 9, p 287): Eight students 

participated in the mixed focus group discussion. Four were males and four females. 

There were three students in form 4, two from form 3, one from form one and one 

in form two. The mixed focus group discussion took place on 19/1/2012 from 12 

am to 1.30 pm. The discussion lasted for about one hour thirty minutes. Six children 

live together with their parents (of this six, one is from a polygamous home, one is 

from a single parent (mother home). Two of the other students went through their 

grandparents. Most of the parents do farming. Two parents are elementary school 

teachers, one a midwife, one a hair dresser, one a carpenter, one a driver, one a tailor 

and one work for the Catholic Church. 

 

During this focus group discussion more students ended up attending. It was 

therefore suggested that they leave so as to keep the group small to maintain an 

effective discussion but other participants requested that they stay.  Quoting one of 

the participants “…we never get to talk about this kind of things in this place and I 
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think that even though it is your work it is also something we can learn from, so I 

will suggest that the other students should sit and listen if they want because in the 

process they may get something which they may use to sensitize people” 

 

Male focus group school B (see appendix 10, p 288): This was held on the 

26/01/2012 from 12 am to 13.30 pm. Two students were in form four, two in form 

three, one from lower-sixth and one a form two student. Focus group discussion 

was held for an hour thirty minute. The group comprised of six participants. In this 

group, 5 of the students live with at least a parent (two with single parents and one 

in a polygamous home). One of the students’ lives with the grandparents. Again, a 

majority of the parents’ do farming, one a butcher, one parent owns a bar, one a 

clerk, and one a teacher. 

4.4.3 Interview participants (teachers) school A 

This interview took place on the 13/03/2012 at the school premise in the Centre 

Region. The interview with the school counsellor took place between 9am to 

10.15am. It went on for one hour fifteen minutes in his office. Vice Principal 1, 

interview took place in her office from 11am to 12.30 and went on for an hour thirty 

minutes and the one with Vice Principal 2 was done at 14pm to 15pm. It lasted an 

hour. 

4.4.4 Interviews participants (teachers) school B 
Interviews took place on the 2/02/2012 in the North West Region. The interviewees 

included: the principal whose interview took place in his office from 10am to 

11am.Vice Principal: interview held at 12noon to 13.20pm in his office and the 

interview with the discipline master: took place in his office from 14pm to 

15pm.These interviews took one hour each. 

4.5   Study area description  

The research is conducted in Cameroon in the Centre Region (see appendix 11, p 

289) and in the North West Region (see appendix 12,p. 290). The Centre province 

was chosen because it is where the capital is located and has a great diversity as it 

harbours people from all parts of the country. This has given rise to the multicultural 



 

106 

and diverse nature of the region giving rise to the diverse nature of the school. The 

centre province is home to approximately 4 million people. In the Centre Region, 

the study took place at Government Bilingual High School A (real name withheld), 

situated in the division of Mfoundi located in the subdivision of Yaoundé VI.  School 

A is one of three government bilingual high schools in the Centre and has both 

English and French speaking students. There are about 3700 students in the school 

in general and approximately 1700 students in the English section. Children who 

attend this school come from different parts of the country and bring with them 

different cultural experiences and views because of their diverse background 

(socially, culturally and economically). More students were found at the preliminary 

level (that is form 1 and 2) however, the number of students decreased as we moved 

to higher classes. It was estimated that difference in the number of students in form 

one and those in upper sixth is approximately 157 students. 

     On the other hand school B is located in one of the sub-divisions in the English 

speaking North West Region (one of the two English speaking regions).This region 

has a population of approximately 2 million inhabitants. Most people who live in the 

subdivision in which school B is located are mostly small farmers. School B is located 

6,500 feet above sea Level and students who attend this school come from the 

surrounding villages. School B harbours school children from the entire subdivision. 

Two thirds of the students come from distant villages as far as 35 miles. Some have 

to trek long distance to come to school every day while a few rent rooms near the 

school. It has been observed that students often run out of basic needs such as food, 

kerosene, light and money. Children who attend this school are mostly Muslims and 

Christians’. 

4.6  Presentation and data analysis  

Qualitative data analysis are procedures and processes where qualitative data which 

is in a non-numeric form such as documents, interviews, images etc. are moved in 

to interpretations and explanations of what the researcher is investigating.  Creswell 

(1998), views it as consists of a detailed description of the case and the setting. 

According to Nobel et al. (2013), in qualitative data analysis data is systematically 

searched and analyzed so as to provide a description of the phenomenon under 

study. This helps to uncover or understand the big picture or describe the 

phenomenon and the meaning. The purpose of data analysis is to bring together data 
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in a comprehensible manner with rigor, transparency and thoroughly (Noble& 

Smith, 2014). The process of data analysis is interactive and the aim of the process 

is to present a cohesive representation of the data and at the same time make sense 

of the issue and diverse point of views. The processes can be done on the entire 

transcribed data or on a selected section (Noble & Smith, 2014). When focus is on a 

selected section the nuances in the data may not be captured.  

According to Miles & Huberman (1984), there are three concurrent steps of activities 

carried out in data analysis. These are data reduction, data display and conclusion. 

The aim here is to make sense of the data collected. However, since qualitative 

research is often based on different philosophical assumptions approaches to 

analyzing data are diverse (Morse & Richard, 2002). Two approaches exist when 

analyzing qualitative data, the inductive approach and the deductive approach 

(Lathlean, 2006, Spencer et al., 2004). To analyse data using the deductive approach 

a predetermined framework is used.Williams et al. (2004) advance that with the 

deductive approach a structure is imposed on the data.  A predetermined framework 

is not used in an inductive approach, the actual data derive the structure of analysis 

thus no preconceived categories (Burnard et al., 2008). Themes within the data can 

be identified either through an inductive approach which is bottom up or through a 

theoretical, top down deductive approach (Hayes, 1997, Frith & Gleeson, 2004, 

Boyatzis, 1998).  

       In this study, both approaches were used. Data analysis process starts with an 

inductive approach where no predetermined framework is used. After that phase of 

analysis, where themes are obtained. I then proceed to use a theory driven approach 

where the ecological theoretical framework is used as a guideline for classifying 

themes into different levels (individual level, family level, social level and the cultural 

level). In this study bottom –up and top –down processes are viewed as interactive.  

      In this study thematic analysis was used as the analytic approach. According to 

Boyatzis, (1998, p. 4) Thematic analysis is “not another qualitative method but a 

process that can be used with most, if not all, qualitative methods”. Thematic analysis 

therefore, can be used for both focus group and interviews data. Since focus group 

discussion and interview are the techniques use for data collection in this study, i 

opted to use thematic analysis as the method of analysis. This is because it is one of 

the most used approaches in analysing interview data (focus groups discussions and 

one on one interviews).Thematic analysis as an analytic approach is flexible. It can 
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be used in both focus group and interviews data thus it can be used across the 

different methods (Braun & Clarke, 2006, Clarke & Braun, 2013). Barbour & 

Kitzinger (1999) even argues that focus group data could be analyzed as other self-

reported data. During the analysis attention is paid to disagreement and ambiguities 

that are found in the data (Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999). I tried to establish when 

there is group consensus and where individual’s views support or disagreed.  

      Thematic analysis furthermore, is utilized in this study because it’s an analytic 

method that seeks to identify, analyse and report themes within the data as it 

organises and describes the data set in great detail (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.79).  As 

a method of analysis  according to Braun & Clarke (2006:97) it “produce an insightful 

analysis that answers particular research questions”. This method made it possible 

for me to investigate interview and focus group data from two perspectives i.e. firstly 

from a data-driven perspective (inductive) and secondly from a theory driven 

perspective. This resulted firstly in the emergence of themes from the data and 

secondly in the classification of themes into different levels guided by the ecological 

framework. 

4.6.1 Thematic approach to data analysis process 

The aim of the study is to examine views (young people and teachers) on child 

abuse in Cameroon. Through the views an understanding of the influences of child 

abuse within the different levels can be achieved. So after collecting data, I 

contemplated a great deal whether to use a data analysis software. I decided finally 

to manually do it as I felt more comfortable doing it this way. I printed out the 

data, colour highlighting and jotting down notes at the margins (Braun & Clarke, 

2006).   

     Data collected through focus group discussion with young people and interview 

from teachers are analysed in a similar way.  Data analysis in this study involve a 

four stage process. These processes were data familiarisation, data coding, 

identification of theme and revision, naming and finally classification of themes 

into different level (ecological levels). 
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Figure 4  Data analysis process for focus group data 

 

 

 

Figure 5 Data analysis process for interview data.  



 

110 

 

In the first step of familiarization, I listened to the audio tapes of the focus groups 

and interviews repeatedly and actively. It is key to engage and immerse oneself in the 

data, since it facilitates familiarity with the content (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I then 

proceeded to transcribe focus group data and interview data verbatim.The 

transcriptions were done immediately after the focus group and interview 

discussions. 102 pages of double spacing of transcript data were obtained. According 

to Braun & Clarke (2006) transcribing data, in to written form is helpful. I read and 

re-read focus group discussions accounts and the interviews account that had been 

transcribed.  I followed Becker’s (1998) advice by asking myself constantly what was 

happening in the data or what the data was talking about. By doing this, I got the 

general impression of what these discussions and interviews were about. It is said 

that reading of the data should be done actively as it allows for patterns and themes 

to be picked up (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

        Focus group data from school A and school B made up the focus group data 

corpus. Interviews data collected from school A and B made up the interview data 

corpus.  I then went ahead to inductively code my data. Coding as part of the analysis 

process makes it possible for organizing data into perceive meaningful groups (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). Codes are often narrower than themes which are broader (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). Codes capture acts, behaviour, beliefs viewed as influencing child 

abuse and acts action viewed as abuse. The same process was repeated for interview 

data. I now proceeded to create a list of codes however, it should be noted that 

coding was not done in a linear fashion but rather it was a back and forth process. 

For the focus group I had to take into account the sequence of discussion. This leads 

to a more nuance, deeper and collective view to be reflected rather than just 

individual view.  

      After listing all the code I then proceeded to identify themes, thus I grouped the 

codes in a hierarchical fashion then searched for themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I 

sorted the categories into possible themes. With the themes I combined relevant 

code passages (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  What counts as a theme here is the fact that 

it captures the main idea about the data (focus group data and interview data), it 

represents some meaning within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). According to 

Fereday & Muir-Cochrane (2006), themes that emerge from the data are important 

in describing the phenomenon under study. Themes were thus constantly refined 

and adjusted. In the process of doing this, it became apparent to me that some 
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themes could merge. At the same time, I did not need to separate some themes. 

Finally eight themes emerged from focus group discussion data and four themes 

emerged from the interview data. 

      The final step was the theory driven phase where I classified themes that 

emerged from the data. Guided by the ecological framework (theory driven phase) 

themes were classified in different levels (ecological levels). These were the individual 

level, family level, social levels and cultural levels. Only themes directly related to the 

children were classified under the individual level such as acts and actions which 

participants viewed as child abuse, children’s comprehension of being abused. 

Themes were classified at the family level if they were directly related to interaction 

between children and parent, family structure (single parenthood and weakening of 

the extended family). Themes that related to systems that influenced child abuse 

despite the fact that children were not directly involved with the system were 

classified under the social level. Finally themes that conveyed the larger cultural 

influences on child abuse were classified under the cultural level, an example is the 

culture of silence. Themes related to the mesosystem did not emerge from the data. 

Approaching it this way, made it possible to develop an understanding of influences 

of child abuse stemming from multiple levels. 
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 Table 3  Classification of themes into ecological levels 

 For the focus group two themes were classified at the individual level. These were 

acts and actions viewed as child abuse and children’s comprehension of being abuse. 

Three themes were classified at the family level. These were parent-child relationship, 

single parenthood and weakening of the extended family. These three themes 

captured influences of child abuse within the family level. At the social level one 

theme social reaction was classified at this level. This theme captured the influences 

on child abuse at this level.  Two themes were classified at the cultural level. These 

were the culture of silence and gender and gender role. These two themes captured 

influences of child abuse at this level.  

 

For the interview data the following themes were classify at the family level, social 

levels and cultural level respectively. At the family level the theme parent child 

relationship captured influences of child abuse at this level.  At the social level, 

recipient’s reactions capture influences of child abuse at this level.  Two theme were 

classified at the cultural level, these were approach to corporal punishment and 

culture of silence. Finally a write-up of the detail analysis of the themes within the 

 Individual 
Level 

Family Level Social Level Cultural Level 

Focus Group 
Data Theme 

-Acts and action 
viewed as child 
abuse 
-Children 
comprehension 
of being abuse 

-Parent child 
relationship 
-Single parenthood 
-Weakening of the 
extended family 

-Social 
reaction 

-Cultural of 
silence 
-Gender and 
gender role 
 

Interview 
Data Theme 

 -Parent child 
relationship 

-Recipient 
reaction 

-Culture of 
silence 
-Approach to 
corporal 
punishment 
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different levels, individual level, family level, social levels and cultural level is 

presented in the empirical chapter. Within each level, themes in the empirical section 

are supported by selected excerpts from participants’ focus groups and interviews 

data. 

4.7   Positioning myself in the study  

Researching on certain issues in the society can be complex, especially social issues 

such as child abuse. This is because such issues often have social and cultural 

influences associated to it. When I chose to study child abuse, I approached it from 

the premise that there is no single reality. So in spite that it is an objective fact that 

child abuse exists, the way people understand it or see it often differs. This makes 

the issue of child abuse to be relative to an individual and the socio-cultural system 

they find themselves in. According to Lakoff & Johnson (1980) the way in which 

people understand issues are often based on a non-universal conceptual system. This 

is because as human beings, we are grounded by actual physical lived experience 

(Zacko-Smith, 2007).   

      In approaching this study I wanted to project child abuse from a Cameroon 

context. It is from this standpoint that I allowed the issue of child abuse to be framed 

from the informants own interpretation as it takes into account their socio-cultural 

values and their environmental setting. What this does is, it rises above my own 

personal biases, which may often be influenced by my own world view, personal 

experience, education or even travels. As I understood that my role was to “acutely 

tuned-in to the experiences and meaning systems of others—to indwell—and at the 

same time to be aware of how one’s own biases and preconceptions may be 

influencing what one is trying to understand” (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 123). 

However, I did understand that meaning is co-constructed between the informants 

and the researcher. This in itself made me ponder whether to assume an “insider” or 

“outsider” identity (Bonner & Tolhurst, 2002).  

      In the research process thus, I occupy both insider and outsider position which 

according to Dwyer & Buckle (2009) is acceptable when conducting qualitative 

research. The position of insider influence my choice of research topic and the type 

of research I was to conduct. Growing up in Cameroon, the issue of child abuse was 

never something that was discussed in spite of the fact that even as a child I certainly 
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had the impression that many children in my community were not treated well. My 

greatest concern has always been for children not to have certain experiences, and 

moreover for them to have a voice. This especially as I knew that as a child in my 

society expressing oneself in the world of adult was rather difficult. Thus, studying 

child abuse and giving young people the opportunity to be heard is not such a 

coincidence. Therefore as an insider my choice of framework was one that, to me, 

will represent the context of the study effectively. This to me could be achieved by 

using a qualitative approach where a focus group discussions and interviews allowed 

participants to share their views and experiences. 

       However, at the same time my choice of research topic made me view myself 

as an outsider. Primarily because the issue of child abuse is one that is still very much 

considered as salient. Moreover, it also means questioning and being critical of some 

cultural practices such as child rearing practices or gender roles which often may not 

be well perceived. Furthermore, the fact that I was coming from a university in the 

western world to study child abuse could be perceived as suspicious and I did 

understand this.  This is because most Africans have been left with a bad impression 

of the West always trying to impose their way of life on them. This was very much 

projected during the interviews with teachers, especially those from the North West 

where some teachers were often of the impression that the west was destroying their 

value system and norms when it came to discipline. I very much had to reflect on 

this especially as I had made it known to them that I was an advocate of nonviolence.  

I very much had the impression that to some teachers I was advocating what was 

not the norm in their society even as corporal punishment had been out prohibited 

from schools. However, I had to make sure that I reassured informants that I was 

not questioning them or faulting anybody but rather just curios and a learning 

process. However, they made sure I recognized and understood that not everything 

that came from “white man country” was good to which I understood and agreed. 

Teachers especially gave me a long list of things that the West was trying to impose 

on everyone such as telling them how to discipline their own children. Most often, 

after the interview the issue of homosexuality would be raised as one of the vices the 

western culture was trying to force in every society even as homosexuality was not 

the focus of my enquiry.     

    Therefore, since child abuse can be  influenced by culture, I cushioned myself so 

as not to appear as “teaching” or telling people how to raise their children. I did not 

want to deepen their suspicion and biases especially as they maybe of the impression 
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that I have been stripped of my cultural values and therefore an “agent” of the West. 

From an insider position I had to frame my studies to include teachers in spite of 

the fact that initially my aim was just to concentrate on young people’s views. 

Knowing the culture made me have tacit knowledge about the people, thus I could 

for example easily recognize that just coming to study young people views on this 

issue of child abuse especially as I was coming from a university outside the country 

can be considered problematic. My choice of including teachers also stemmed from 

my cultural biases as I viewed it as disrespectful if I left teachers or adults out 

completely. During the data collection, many teachers just assume or thought it was 

given that I was to solicit their views without even assuming that I may be studying 

child abuse without necessarily soliciting adults’ views. To them it just seems given. 

        As an insider, I knew that this meant much more than just holding membership 

in a group. According to Dwyer & Buckle’s (2009) perspective, it requires that one 

play both an intimate and direct role in collecting and analysing the data. Therefore, 

I decided to take Asselin (2003), warning of gathering data with open eyes. As an 

insider it was much easier to gain authorization and access to schools and have 

participants for the study without necessarily resorting to bribing authorities. This is 

because I was not viewed as the “other”, and it helped opened doors for me 

(Bonner& Tolhurst, 2002, Hewitt-Taylor, 2002). For example, in school B in the 

North West, the school authorities made sure they informed me that it was their own 

way of contributing to the “success” of one of its own. It was thus viewed as a 

community initiative. 

        Being an insider was clearly observed during focus group discussions as I was 

able to interact naturally with the participants without feeling like an outsider. 

Moreover during the data collection process, I felt focus group participants thought 

of me more as an insider who understood what they were experiencing or going 

through and as such they always sought for my reaffirmation. However, I always had 

to make it clear to them that this was about them and that I was just there to learn 

from them. As a result I encouraged them to explain further. In this way, I made 

sure that I did not lose my objectivity and get trapped in the “illusion of sameness” 

(Hewitt-Taylor, 2002). Fay (1996, p. 20), recognises that being an insider does not 

give one the guarantee that one knows the experience of the group. From Fay (1996, 

p. 20) perspective “,knowing an experience requires more than simply having it; 

knowing implies being able to identify, describe, and explain”. To be an insider does 

not denote complete sameness (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). This very much was 
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reflected when participants talked about being abused. I felt a great sense of guilt, 

especially in some cases where the abuse was still on going. Although I had tried to 

put in place help, in cases where victims were still in an abusive situation or in case 

of re-traumatization or when I thought they simply needed someone to talk to I still 

felt guilty. Even with that, throughout the process I felt that what I was offering was 

still not a solution; these were children’s lives and all I was doing was thinking of my 

study, thinking of the results I will get and how to make sure that I follow all the 

ethical issues and cover my base. So at a point I felt self-serving and a little 

disingenuous. I wanted something from them, at the same time I felt I was not giving 

back much such as being unable to remove them from the abusive settings they 

found themselves in. My guilt still did not lessen even though participants thought 

this was good for them as they had the chance to discuss and talk about such an 

issue with their peers and even as they out rightly refused the help offered such as 

talking to a counselor. 

      By taking the position of an insider-outsider my objective was not to merge these 

two worlds but rather it permitted for my identity as a researcher to shift and change 

in the study thus, creating a continuum between insider and outsider position (Carter, 

2004, Labree, 2002).  I therefore, was in a position to be able to dispute dominant 

stands and questions that my research is meant for and to whom it’s beneficial 

(Langellier & Hall, 1989). As a consequence, I moved between insider and outsider 

position without feeling guilty as I tried to maximize the advantages of being an 

insider and an outsider while at the same time minimizing their disadvantages (Breen, 

2007). 

4.8   Ethical consideration  

 
When engaging participants in such a sensitive research it raises both methodological 

questions (such as sampling issues, definitional issues which result in inconsistencies 

of operational definitions, validity, comparability, generalizability, measurement bias, 

identifying child abuse, use of retrospective data) and ethical questions (Ferrell, 

2005).Thus, in this kind of research on children, ethical issues needed to be taken 

into consideration throughout the entire research process (Alderson & Morrow, 

2011).This is due to the potential consequences on the participants (children) since 

it delves in to their personal experiences and sometimes can even result in 
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victimization or re-victimization. It may also further expose such individual to 

consequences from people around them, parents or care giver.  

Approval to conduct the research was authorized by the school administrators 

(principals of the various schools taking part in the study) who were the official 

gatekeepers. Principals, vice principals were supplied with an application letter (see 

Appendix 2, p. 280). This letter outlined the details of the study explaining the 

purpose of the research and how it would be carried out. Before the authorization 

was granted the school administration had the following concern: 

Concern for victimization of the participants and also concern for the physical, 

social and psychological well-being of research participants. Also there was concern 

that during the process abuse might be uncovered and that the school did not have 

any capacity of dealing with it. Furthermore, there were worries that the research will 

be conducted during classes and the fear of what the research might do to the image 

of the school.  

 

I took all this into consideration. I applied Terre Blanche & Durrheim’s (1999) 

three ethical principles of autonomy, non-maleficence, and beneficence. All 

participants who took part in the research were recruited on voluntary bases and 

freely gave informed consent both verbal and written consent (see Appendix 1, p. 

278). Each participant in this case was presented with a letter of informed consent. 

They were given ample time to think before signing the consent form. This as such 

gave them considerable time to make up their minds on whether to participate in the 

study or not. Informed consent was done in accordance with the four core principles 

which were consent as given voluntarily without coercion; consent was both verbal 

and written, consent was given only after information about the research was made 

available to participants (Powell et al., 2012). I ascertained that they had sufficient 

understanding of the activity and what it entails participating in the study and its 

consequences. What the research wished to achieve and how it would be done. 

According to Wyness (2012), children need to be fully brief. They also were made to 

understand that they had the right to renegotiate consent during the research process 

(Sin, 2005). During the focus group discussions and interviews participants were 

made aware that they could decline being part of the study at any stage and could 

refuse to comment if they did not want certain aspects of their life to be discussed. 

They also understood that in the course of the discussion they could leave if they 

felt uncomfortable. This was done in order to ensure that young people understood 

that they had the chance to opt out at any time. This was to assure them that their 

care would not be compromised what so ever. However, I made sure that 

participants knew and understood what they were doing and what was expected of 
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them. They were also encouraged to talk and participate and at any time in the 

process they could ask questions. As Ac Denzin (1989) states: 

         …our primary obligation is always to the people we study, not to our 

project or the larger discipline. The lives and stories that we hear and study are given 

to us under a promise, that promise being that we protect those who have shared 

them with us. (p. 83). 

 

Thus, in applying the principle of non-maleficence to ensure that no harm came 

to the participants, and to ensure they were not victimized, I maintained 

confidentiality at all time. In order to protect participants, a hierarchy of gatekeeping 

was followed. Where the administration had to consent to carry out the research in 

school. Carrying out data collection in a school environment guarantee participant’s 

protection and safety. Furthermore, I opted out of parental consent. This was 

because some students live with relatives or with people who consider them as house 

helps. As a result asking for consent for students to participate from such individuals 

may antagonize the children’s protection and instead place them in rather a difficult 

situation in their homes. Relatives may think participants may tell on them and take 

it personal which will lead to victimization of participants especially as child abuse is 

such a sensitive topic. Furthermore, in the rural area, the low rate of literacy could 

make it difficult for some parents to understand what the study is all about. 

Moreover, some people have skepticism for signing documents thinking that by 

doing so they may be implicating themselves in one way or the other. 

 

To guarantee confidentiality, I left out the schools names from the study 

although, I had been given permission to use the school names since the study did 

not focus specifically on schools per-se. This decision not to include the names of 

the school was arrived at after discussing with other PhD students during the joint 

doctoral seminar where it was advanced that it was easy to trace the students through 

their experiences if the names of the schools were revealed. To adhere to 

confidentiality participants names were not mentioned. Indirect identifiers were 

used. Thus within the analysis I just used female student from school A or male 

student from school B etc. These enable participants in the focus groups and 

interviews to remain unidentifiable. Furthermore, to maintain privacy and 

confidentiality, all the records, transcript both hard and electronic copy were kept 

under a password. Before the discussion commenced, documentation was discussed 

with the participants. It was made clear to participants that the purpose of the study 

was for academic purpose however, according to the principle of beneficence I 
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arrived an understanding with participants that after the research, I could carry out 

sensitization on child abuse in their communities. 

Another major concern was the potential fallout or consequences of participating in 

the focus group discussions. Participants may feel disturbed and anxious during the 

process of discussing their experiences (Sin, 2005). As a result, I could not guarantee 

them absolute confidentiality especially in cases of ongoing abuse. According to 

Wyness (2012), it is the duty of the researcher to act on information of abuse given 

to them by a child irrespective of the effect it will have on the integrity of the 

research. Since one never knows what may happen during the course of the 

discussion, I brought in a counsellor who could help in such issues. The counsellor 

could deal with any potential distress during data collection. Also the participants 

were told they could ask to talk with the counsellor if they desired or if they wish to 

further confine in a counsellor after the discussion. Also for fear they may be 

ongoing abuse; the counsellor was supposed to provide the needed help to the 

participants. Since he was more knowledgably of the environment and is in position 

to better seek help for the participants. Although in one of the schools they were 

counsellors in school, I never used them because students still looked at them as part 

of the school administration. In school B, however, they did not have any 

counsellors in school.  

 

During data collection no administrator nor teacher was allowed during the focus 

group discussions (I arrive this decision after carrying out a focus group test 

discussion in one school in the North West, I arrived at the conclusion that for 

students to express their views freely without fear of intimidation no teacher was to 

be allowed during the discussions). I did not want a situation where they will 

challenge student’s views and give reasons as to why things were the way there are. 

This gave the participants the opportunity to speak freely without fear of being 

antagonized. Moreover adults as do children experience things they only want to 

divulge to the interviewer (Wyness, 2012). After the focus group discussions I 

debriefed the participants. This was done to minimize the harm from the discussion 

(Strydom, 2005). I asked participants how they felt discussing about child abuse and 

their experiences and if discussing affected them in any way. Participants made it 

clear to me that they were fine discussing about their experiences and views. 

      

     At the end of each session, time was allocated for participants to listen to the 

tape. It was important that I give the participants the opportunity to listen to the 

tape after the discussion. This gave them the opportunity to withdraw what they said 

if they thought what they heard was not what they wanted to pass across. This also 
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allowed for cross validation. Although it was difficult because of the time constraint 

and most especially because the recordings were more than one and a half hours 

long. Participants however declined and chose to opt out. After data was collected 

from each school a small get together was arranged where those who participated 

came together to have some refreshment. This was done after so as to avoid 

influencing people participating just because they wanted something. 

4.9    Verification and validity   

Validity in qualitative research should be credible, plausible, and trustworthy. 

Throughout the steps involved, validity and reliability were assessed. Although the 

importance of validity has been accessed within a positivist paradigm, Denzin & 

Lincoln (1998, p. 415) do not consider it appropriate when it comes to qualitative 

approaches although they view it as “the researcher’s mask of authority, which allows 

a particular regime of truth......to work its way on the world”. According to Kincheloe 

& McLaren (1998): 

 Traditional verifiability rests on a rational proof built upon literal intended meaning, 

a critical qualitative perspective always involves a less certain approach characterised 

by participant’s reaction and emotional involvement. (p. 287).  

To this effect the term trustworthiness is preferred by some researchers such as 

Kincheloe & McLaren (1998). Trustworthiness in this study is considered as part of 

ethical consideration. Trustworthiness in this study was also through peer debriefing. 

There was thus a constant scrutiny and guidance provided by my two supervisors 

who constantly gave feedback and assessment. I was also able to receive feedback 

from and other researchers and PhD students during seminars from the beginning 

of the study to the end. Feedback was also received from some peers and 

professionals involved in the field of abuse in regards to constructing the focus group 

guide and an interview guide. These in effect helped the quality of inquiry and 

findings. The trustworthiness or credibility of the study can be accessed through 

research findings (in this study is represents information drawn from informants). I 

immersed myself in to the data and by doing this I was able to understand the 

context. Furthermore, the time I spend in the study areas place me in a position to 

understand the participants. In addition by staying in the study area for a period of 



 

121 

more than six months I was able to verify some of what the participants were saying 

personally. 

To also ensure validity authorization from the school authorities and participants 

deciding whether to participate or not. Those sampled had knowledge related to the 

research topic. Focus groups guide and interview guide guaranteed consistency in 

data collection providing reliability in the study. Furthermore, during data collection 

I crossed checked and clarified information with participants for reliability.In 

addition, to ensure trustworthiness the process on how data was generated and the 

conditions surrounding the production of the data is revealed clearly. The study used 

different methods of data collection, focus group discussions and interviews. This 

gave the opportunity for the understanding of child abuse in Cameroon and ensured 

validity themes emerged from the data. Using semi-structured focus group guide and 

interview guide, focus on specific questions with regard to child abuse in Cameroon 

increased the study’s trustworthiness and reliability. These semi-structured focus 

group discussion and interview guide gave room for flexibility when it came to 

responses from participants, which, as a result, increased the study’s trustworthiness. 

However, I also do recognize that because the study is based on subjective views I 

do view statements from participants as their own interpretation. Participants’ 

responses are plausible as such this same study may result in different conclusions 

by different researchers because of the different assumptions, experiences, biases 

and beliefs each researcher may bring to it.   

       A rich description of the account of young people’s views and teachers’ views 

emerged. They showed many similarities when it came to child abuse in Cameroon 

which increased the validity of the study. Neuman (2006) states that validity increases 

with increase connection between the data. The use of multiple data collection 

methods helped in obtaining corroborating information. Use of multiple focus 

groups and interview made cross-examination of participants’ responses feasible. 

The thick description should be convincing and help to show how the connections 

come about. The use of multiple informants surely helped in enhancing the quality 

of the data. Descriptions must be truthfully and accurately portrayed and this is seen 

in the write up of the findings in chapter five and six where voices (excerpts) of the 

respondents are used in the analysis. Thus the interpretations are made from the 

data. This made it possible for me to control my own biases. There also show clearly 

how I arrived at the conclusions made. This thus allows for confirmability.  In 

addition the trustworthiness of this research is enhanced since I make clear my role 
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in the research process. This according to Denzin & Lincoln (2000, p. 18) is because 

researchers “speaks from a particular class, gender, racial, cultural, and ethnic 

community perspective”. Therefore, according to Morrow (2007, p. 216) when 

researchers “make public their own stances, motivations, assumptions, and biases, 

the research gains a level of honesty that contributes to the trustworthiness (rigor) 

of the study”. 

     Thick description in this study can also be used to determine transferability. The 

results findings within this study can be transferred well beyond this study. Lincoln 

& Guba (1985, p. 316) states that although it is not for the researcher to “specify the 

external validity of an inquiry; he or she can provide only the thick description 

necessary to enable someone interested in making a transfer to reach a conclusion 

about whether transfer can be contemplated as a possibility”. However from their 

view it is a researcher’s “responsibility to provide the data base that makes 

transferability judgments possible on the part of potential appliers”. How the data 

was obtained and analyzed was addressed considerable. Transferability judgment can 

thus be made through a thick (rich) description of the detail concerning the 

methodology and context involve in the study which are clearly descript. Thus the 

boundaries of this study and sufficient contextual information about the field work 

(data collection) has been provided. This is elucidated by fully describing the research 

process, data collection to the write up of the final production of the report. There 

is thus a clear outline of the schools which took part in the study and the reasons for 

selecting those particular schools, the number of participants who took part in the 

study. The selection of informants purposely (purposive sampling) helped to 

maximize the information as it allowed for participants who had some knowledge 

about the issue to participants. Furthermore, focus group interviews and face to face 

interviews were used as instruments of data collection. Moreover, these data 

collection methods used in the study has been used in other studies to study child 

abuse. Also the time frame for collection of data is outline. By unveiling the process 

fully it helps other researchers or readers replicating the study or making an 

evaluation to establish transferability. These are all the contextual factors to take note 

of. For this reason the study must be understood within this context and within, the 

geographical context in which the study takes place. 
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5      YOUNG PEOPLE VIEWS OF CHILD ABUSE 

5.1   Introduction  

This empirical chapter presents the interpretation and analysis from focus group 

data.  Analysis of the themes are presented within different levels, individual level, 

family level, social levels and cultural levels as presented in section 5.2, section 5.3, 

section 5.4 and section 5.5 respectively.  The themes within each level are supported 

by direct excerpts from discussions.  

5.2   Individual level  

5.2.1 Acts and actions viewed as child abuse 

 
What people personally view as child abuse or not view as child abuse can influence 

child abuse.This is because it can either promote or impede child abuse. Participants 

discussed about what they as individuals considered as child abuse. In the process of 

the discussion, some acts were viewed as abuse and others as not. In deciding which 

acts they viewed as child abuse it could be seen that they also took into perspective 

their cultural and personal context (situation).  

 

Generally, across the focus groups from school A and school B, participants held 

the view that acts or actions that entail the use of force are child abuse. To most 

participants it did not seem to matter if these acts were traditional practices such as 

female genital mutilation or early marriages. Also acts that seem not have anything 

to do with culture such as being forced to attend a particular school or rape were 

also considered as child abuse. What appear to be of principal concern to many of 

the respondents was the use of force. Furthermore, from many of the views force 

seem not to be just limited to physical force but also to coercive force. These were 

observed in acts such as rape or sexual abuse, forced marriages, forced prostitution, 

or even coerce acts such as being forced to take a particular course in school or even 
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attend a particular school they did not want.  This in effect meant that children were 

not doing such acts out of their own free will.  Furthermore, from their views it also 

could be seen that these acts were also not just limited to intentional acts but also 

unintentional acts whose principal aim is not even to harm a child. This may include 

breast ironing which participants recognized and acknowledged that this act is done, 

to ward off abuse or sexual advances from men. 

 

M,sch A   “What your parents and people ahead of you dictate to you or force you to do” 

M,sch A   “parents dictate everything, they do not ask for input” 

M,sch A    “You cannot sit in the house with a child that is 17 or 18 and still tell them 

how to dress. They are not supposed to dress like you. Now we are in the 21st century, 

but most of our parents take us back to their time, to do things the way they did. Most 

often, they tell us we are stubborn”. 

M,sch A    “They think is it their way or no other way” 

Mischa A   “I consider it child abuse if you have your O/Levels it is left on you to tell 

your parents what you wish to do in high school and the type of school you wish to attend. 

It is not for them to just send you to any school” 

In the excerpt above, participants from school A described the use of force in two 

ways. Firstly forcing children to do what they should not or are not supposed to do, 

such as forcing children to have sexual intercourse or rape or even forced marriages. 

Secondly forcing children to do what they do not want to do, forcing them to take 

courses they do not want to take, and telling them how to dress. Also in this excerpt 

male participants from school A seem to view very subtle acts such as forcing 

children to do or take certain courses in school or telling children what to wear as 

child abuse. For instance, one participant even advanced that parents dictate 

everything.  They seem to make the argument that their input as children is never 

solicited. To them therefore acts like dictating to children or forcing children to act 

a certain way, for example telling them how to dress is child abuse. Many participants 

from school A therefore felt strongly that if they did not consent to an act then that 

act to them is child abuse because it is forced or coerce. This to them is because they 
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are not doing that act out of their free will or voluntarily as reflected in the discussion 

below: 

 

F, sch A      “if I accept to do something that cannot be abuse” 

F, sch A        “yes it cannot” 

M, sch A       “the person used their own mind to decide” 

F, sch A      “I can decide to do anything I want with anybody, that is my decision. My 

own is nobody should force me in to doing something” 

M sch A     “for me it is all about consent, if it is without consent that is where to me 

there is a problem” 

In the excerpts, both male and female participants seem to agree that if they consent 

to an act then from their view that act cannot be considered as child abuse. In one 

of the focus groups in school A, participants could be heard saying “what if I am the 

one who accepted?" as they insist that if they gave consent then that act cannot be 

regarded as child abuse. So majority of the participants in school A, disagreed with 

the notion that something could be referred to as abuse even if they agreed or gave 

their consent to take part in that act. Participants in this discussion seem to 

acknowledge that they consenting to an act prevent such an act from being 

considered as child abuse.  In the exchange participants are advancing that they need 

to consent to an act and if they do not consent then that act is forced on them.  

    When participants in school A raised the issue of consent it was surprising to me. 

By surprising I mean in a good way. This is because consent is not something that 

one often hears in social discourse (public discourse) in this setting.  So for both 

female students and male students in school A to advance that they have to consent 

to an act before it takes place was thought provoking. This affirms the importance 

of self. However, consent and an act being considered as child abuse are not mutually 

exclusive. This means, they can consent to an act but since they are still legally minors 

as they are between the ages of 11-18 that act can still legally be viewed as child abuse 

in spite that they consented. By them holding such a view is not surprising to me.This 
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is because children raised in this context they are thaught to be responsible from a 

very young age and often this responsibility span in to very grownup areas e.g. taking 

care of siblings, taking care of their households. For instance at the age of 5-7 

children are expected and given responsibility to take care of younger children, and 

at the age of 3, in West Africa, children have duties and errands to run and often 

perform errand from the time they start walking (Case-Smith & O’Brien ,2013, 

Rogoff,  2003).  At 8 years, a girl, say in Cameroon or Kenyan performs house work 

and a girl in Nigeria at 5 years old is taught to be helpful, responsible, and respectful 

and perform household chores like cooking, washing, sweeping and caring for 

younger siblings, taking full responsibility of their work roles (Case-Smith & O’Brien, 

2013, Rogoff, 2003). Thus, part of being responsible is taking ownership of ones 

action or being accountable for ones own actions. In such circumstances it is easy to 

see why these young people would hold such a view. To them they are being 

accountable for their action. Furthermore, in such a context there can be a tendency 

for these young people to feel much older than they really are becaise as they have 

to assume responsibility and have to rely on their own decision. It is therefore easy 

for some of these participants to assume that because they gave consent for an act 

then it implies that act cannot be viewed as child abuse. However, such a proposition 

fails to put into perspective adult-children relationships which are often power 

based. Children do not will power.  In this regard consenting to an act especially 

when it is between an adult and a child cannot prevent that act from being child 

abuse. With that said, consent is very important as it is important for people to decide 

if they wish to opt into an act or opt out. It is very important that some of these 

children are talking about consent, because most often the issue of consent is lacking 

from local discourse and often turns to be lacking from day to day interactions. The 

incorporation of consent can impede abuse as the consent of those participating in 

an act is required for that act to proceed. Focus group participants from school B 

never talked about or mentioned consent, there seem to be a complete silence about 

consent. However, participants from school B mostly viewed acts and actions which 

are aggressive or excessive as child abuse. For example acts which could result in 

physical or actual harm and not subtle acts as being forced to attend a particular 

school or take courses they do not want to take. 

     In spite of what seem to be a general agreement by participants in school A on 

the issue of consent both participants from school A and school B acknowledged 

that the age of a child plays an important factor when considering an act as child 

abuse. Even though participants from school A seem to hold the view that their 

consent matter they however were of the view that children such as those in primary 
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school, nursery schools could not be regarded as having consented to an act.There 

was an analogy made in one of the groups in school A that even if a child of five 

years consent to have sex with an adult that act is abusive and therefore is child 

abuse.  In the excerpt below from participants of school A and B they seem to 

acknowledge that involving children of certain ages in certain acts such as sex or 

work is child abuse. For instance those in school B, are of the view that having sexual 

relations with a child is abuse.     

 

  

F, sch A       “Child abuse is subjecting a child to something that is above their age. Like 

today you can see a small child of about 6 year selling on the streets with a tray of bananas”  

F, sch A        “Involving children below a certain age in work above their capacity is child 

abuse”. 

M, sch A      “yes, sending form two children to go and work in the farm digging stump 

that is child labour”.  

F, sch A        “teachers and even some adults here go out with little girls, if the little girl 

even agrees it is abuse. 

F, sch A        “We experience some teachers who take children like for extra studies but 

in the process of doing that they start sleeping with them”.  

School B 

 

F, sch B “…. in our society today you see an elder seducing a child. Here you can see some 

teachers going out with school girls something that is not correct”.  

F, sch B “In school here we have abuse by teachers’ especially male teachers. They like 

using girls for their sexual pleasures. Some girls even if they do not want to will do it just 

because they want marks or are afraid that they will fail them”. 
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In both excerpts, the main theme is the acknowledgement that children of a certain 

age are not to have certain experiences such as sex with adults or for children to be 

carrying out certain activities such as streets hawking.  It can be seen through these 

views that the age of a child matters when qualifying an act as child abuse. There also   

seem in this excerpt focus on the issue of teachers having sexual relation with female 

students something participants view as inappropriate. To them teachers should not 

be having any sexual relations with students. This line of thinking by participants is 

also projected by Gough (1996) who views child abuse as the concern for the rights 

of children not to have certain experiences sexual contact between adult and children 

even if there is no overt physical or psychological harm is viewed as abuse.  

 

In general participants seem to view acts which involve the use of force as child 

abuse not withstanding whether there are cultural practices or not. However, there 

were certain exceptions. These exceptions were corporal punishment and child 

labour. There appear to be a consensus that corporal punishment by itself is not 

child abuse. Participants from school A and school B seem to view it much more as 

an acceptable method of discipline meant to correct a child thus normal as reflected 

in this excerpt from participants from school B. 

 

F,sch B …..“Eh beating, flogging a child is ok here. It happens every day. Madam if     

you want just come and spend the whole day in school. You will see the DM (discipline 

master) and vice principal flogging students”. 

F, sch B      “If you have done something wrong then it is ok. But when you have not 

done anything bad, then I think it is not fair”.  

M, sch B        “I agree with (….name withheld)” 

F, sch B      “Caning children for bad behavior is normal, because children need to behave 

properly” 

M, sch B        “it is normal” 

F,sch B……” I think you cannot say because your parents beat you they are abusing”. 
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In this excerpt corporal punishment is clearly not projected as an abuse by these 

participants. In the discussion one participant clearly articulates that beating or 

flogging is an ongoing practice. To ascertain this fact the participant invites me to 

spend a day in the school to see it for myself. It is normalize since it is something 

that is done every day or often practiced. In the discussion participants seem to 

justify the practice as some in the discussion acknowledged that being beaten because 

of bad behavior or for some wrong deed is justified thus ok. From their view 

therefore, children need to behave properly. If a child is not acting or behaving 

correctly then beating or canning is warranted. In the discussion, a participant also 

reinforced that just because ones parents beat them, one cannot therefore say they 

are being abused. This type of justification normalizes the practice of corporal 

punishment.  Therefore, there seem to be a consensus among the participants in 

school A and B that beating or caning which are all forms of corporal punishment 

are fine. 

    In spite of the general acceptance that corporal punishment cannot by itself be 

labeled as child abuse, many of the participants however advanced that under certain 

contexts corporal punishment could become child abuse. One of such context 

according to some of the participants is when punishment given to a child fails to be 

a result of the actions of the child. For example in cases where children are accused 

of things they have not done as in the excerpts below: 

Excerpts from school B 

F, sch B   “….. “When parents beat up children for something they have not done”  

 F, sch B     “Sometimes in class a teacher will punish you because you don’t have a text 

book”  

F, sch B      “When you have not done anything bad, then I think it is not fair”.  

M, sch B     “Sometime in school when a crime is committed and they cannot find out or 

produce the person who did it and the students don’t they will punish the class. Just last 

week there was noise in the class and when the discipline master came and asked for the 

list of noise makers and there was no list he just wiped everybody in class”. 

M, sch B       “Mr (name withheld) is fun of that.  
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F, sch, B         “One day the class was noisy. The DM entered the class and just started 

beating the whole class”.  

M, sch B       “that is punishment without a crime” (unison participants in the 

group repeat the phase oh yes punishment without a crime) 

F, sch B            “My father is fun of that, when he is angry he can beat you even if you 

have not done anything that is bad. One day I went to the stream to fetch water. They 

were so many people there. It was the dry season, so I stayed there waiting for my turn. 

When I came back my father was so angry and said I had gone somewhere else, I told him 

that I was just at the stream and that they were so many people there. He did not even 

listen and went and looked for a cane and was beating me”. 

 

Within these discussion young people clearly acknowledge that punishment given to 

a child when the child has not done something which warrants punishment is child 

abuse. It is framed as “punishment without a crime” by some participants’ in school 

B. Some of such punishments cited by respondents in the discussion are punishing 

a child for not having a text book, collective punishment e.g punishing the entire 

class for the actions of one student or a few students. To these participants being 

punished for something they did not do or something which does not warrant 

punishment is child abuse. For example being punished for not having a text book. 

Children cannot be held responsible for not having a text book. This is something 

that normally is supposed to be the responsibility of the parent. In addition other 

students cannot be held responsible for the action of one student or some students. 

Participants therefore did not view being punished for the actions of other students 

in good light .They view it rather as child abuse. Such kind of punishments was 

viewed as unfair by young people in school B. This sort of punishment fails being 

correctional but rather becomes unconstructive and counterproductive. It initiates 

anger especially when a child thinks he or she was unjustly punished or punished for 

something they did not do.  

 

Participants in school A were also of the view that, sometimes children are 

punished because they are accused of something they have not done. They also 

reported that in some cases such accusations has let to children losing their lives as 

discussed in this exchange between participants in school A. 
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F, sch, A     “Child abuse is people accusing children of doing something they did not do” 

M, sch A     “I tell you accusing children is really bad, it is serious child abuse” 

M, sch A       “Do you know madam some children have even been killed because people 

accuse them of being a witch”. 

Me              Really? 

F, sch A         “oh yes the bad thing is everybody always believes it”. 

M, sch A       “Even church especially these new churches they would say this your child 

is evil, they are the ones making you poor” 

F, sch A      “Most of the time parents will falsely accuse you of something you have not 

done. At home my cousin was beaten for stealing money from my father’s suitcase. I knew 

that he was not the one, but nobody listened if you say anything, so you keep quiet”. 

Participants discuss about children being falsely accused and being wrongly beaten 

for things they did not do. They view it as child abuse. From this discussion, these 

acts of being wrongly accused does not just take place at home but also in other areas 

of the society such as the church. One of the participants’ emphasizes on the 

seriousness of such an act while another participant takes it even further by 

acknowledging that some accusations has led to some children being killed. What 

seem to be troubling to another participant in the group is that people often believe 

these accusations levied on children which sometimes have led to some children 

losing their lives especially when they are accused of being witches.  

     Another context where young people felt that corporal punishment could be 

viewed as child abuse is when a punishment is given to a child when they do not 

know why they are beaten. They felt that children needed to know why they are 

punished.  In the exchange below from focus group participants from school A the 

common theme within the discussion is that there needs to be an explanation given 

to children before a punishment is executed. 

M, sch A     “Parents or a teacher beat a student without them knowing why they have 

been beaten” 
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M, sch A        “Sometimes you just hear on your head bang and you stand there confuse” 

M sch A         “(laugh) no explanation is given” 

M sch A          “I can say parents think that you know why they just gave you that slap” 

M schl A          “Just hate it” 

M sch A           “it is the lack of explanation. Often you don’t know that what you are 

doing is wrong .Imagine that”.  

Participants in this exchange seem to report that parents do not offer an explanation 

or give reasons as to why children are being punished.  In the discussion one 

participant talk about the suddenness in which some of these punishments are 

administered. To them these punishments often comes without prior notice.  

Although one of the participants finds it funny, he however acknowledges that no 

explanation given for the punishment. However, another participant in the excerpt 

voices his distaste for such punishment. There is therefore, that assumption that the 

child does not know that what he or she did is bad. One of the participants makes 

the point that often children do not know that what they are doing is wrong. 

However, one participant in the excerpt has a contrary view as he suggests that 

parents often assume a child knows why he/she is being punished.In this regard 

parents may not see the reason or a need to explain to the child the reason for the 

punishment. It is thus left to the child to infer that if they were just punished then it 

means they must have been doing something which is not right. However, if 

punishment is considered as discipline meant to prevent future bad behavior then 

there is need for an explanation before a punishment is dished out. This makes it 

easier for a child to understand the reasons as to why they just got punished making 

the process much more educative. In this regards, it is proper for the process to be 

one which will impacts knowledge not one that leaves children in confusion or 

feeling abused. There is need therefore for parents or adults to explain or give a 

reason to children as to why they are being punished and why their behavior warrants 

punishment. This can reduce the effect of children feeling they are being abused 

especially as the young people in this case do not view corporal punishment as child 

abuse in itself. 
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Another context where young people seem to view corporal punishment as child 

abuse is when they view the punishment as excessive. Participants', from school A 

and B in the excerpt below discuss on the excessive nature of punishment.  

  

M, sch A      “When I was in form two I had a punishment I worked out for a long 

time and after the seventh day that I had to finish that punishment I collapsed in the back 

of our dormitory. I was in a mission school and as a result I had a complication. Because 

of that my parent had to write a letter to the Bishop”  

F, sch A      “For me one day I went and fetch water and on climbing the hill I fell and 

in the process broke a ten litre bucket. They gave me the beating of my life that day. You 

can see the scars on my body” 

F, sch A       “you didn’t even deserve to be punished in the first place” 

F,sch A           “but that was an accident!” 

F,sch A         “They were surly thinking she was playing” 

Excerpt from school B  

M, sch B    “I think that adult in our community think that the best way to make 

children to respect them is to make children to be afraid of them. So when you do something 

that is wrong instead of just giving you punishment that is equal to what you did, so that 

you can learn from it. They will instead make sure that they will punish you to the point 

that any time you think of them you get scared. I think it is abuse”.  

F, sch B      “Too much punishment is not good. When a teacher or discipline master 

hate a student you cannot imagine, any fault the student does the punishment that is given 

to the student is terrible. He will hit the student with a cane and even send the student out 

of class to work for days”  

In these exchanges above, excessive punishment is viewed as child abuse. In some 

of the cases reported by some participants it left them with body harm. From the 

exchange among focus group participants in school A above, one of the participants 
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narrated her experience while other focus group members sympathized with her. 

They seem to be a mutual feeling that the punishment given to her just because she 

fell and broke a bucket was not warranted in the first place. They held the view that 

falling and breaking a bucket is an accident and not something done deliberately. 

However, one of the participants suggests that she might have been punished in such 

a way because the people she was living with surely had the impression that she was 

playing.   A participant from the excerpt in school B suggest the reason adults always 

give children more punishment (excessive punishment) than is desired is because 

they want to create fear in the child. Excessive punishment therefore is a sign of a 

deterrent. 

   Young people did not view “child labour” as child abuse.  There seem to be a 

consensus among participants that as children they are expected to work (do chores) 

or help their parents out in any activity. However, participants reported that when 

this work becomes excessive it is child abuse. The excerpt below in school A and 

school B shows this: 

M,sch A           Maybe you are leaving with an uncle or aunt .Take my parents it is my 

likeness for me to wash the car .I do it out of my own will. My father knows that if I come 

back from school I have to rest and read .I can do some house chores but they don’t give 

me chores that will make me really tired as not to read. With others it is not possible”. 

F, sch A           “You see when you get back home from school and they are so many 

chores for you to do, it is ok to do some house work but it should be sensible and have a 

limit” 

M, sch A “…..excessive labour that is given to children in school or at home. Even here 

in school, just imagine that a teacher will come to school and they will expect you to dig 

soil …I consider it as child labour”. 

M, sch A          “that is just wickedness” 

F, sch A           “the blister in the hands after that is something”.  
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M, sch A         “If you are leaving with a mother that is old you and the other children 

have to divide the work among you, so that it can be easy”.  

Excerpt from school B  

 

F, sch B “The violation of the child right in relation to the amount of chores he does”  

F, sch B   you are right too much chores is a problem, especially here where you have to 

add farm work on it”. 

M, sch B “Parents don’t understand that it is too much for us. For them it is like you 

were just relaxing in school and doing nothing”.  

In the excerpt from school A, there is acknowledgement and an agreement of 

children working such as performing house chores or helping out parents in one way 

or other. These participants see themselves as responsible so they are motivated to 

engage since they understand their role as significant partners within their families. 

However, it becomes an issue for them when the work is excessive. Some of them 

cited a child coming back from school and still expected to carry out many chores, 

expecting a child to dig the soil. Some of the participants seem to have the 

impression that parents do not seem to recognize that this is excessive for the 

children. One participant in the above excerpt from school A seems, however, to 

advance that children need to understand their situation and learn to deal with it. 

That is if they have parents who are of age then children should divide the work 

among themselves.  This is because they are compelled by their realities and 

circumstances to survive and make progress through their own agency. However, by 

virtue of the fact that they are children it means that biologically they are not able to 

perform certain activities or are limited to the amount of work they can do.  

 

Here tradition and the context in which children find themselves in seem to have 

an influence on how young people view acts such as corporal punishment and child 

labour. The intent behind acts such as corporal punishment and child labour can be 

advanced as the reasons why participants do not view acts like corporal punishment 

and child labour, as child abuse.This is because these acts are not intended to hurt 

or abuse the child as the purpose of corporal punishment or “child labour” (which 

I prefer to refer to as child work) is not to be violent or abusive to a child. It is 
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therefore understandable why at face value young people do not view those acts as 

child abuse. Some study such as Lansford et al. (2005) advance that children who are 

in a culture that allows the use of corporal punishment may not view physical 

discipline as being an indication of rejection of them by parents unlike children in 

cultures were corporal punishment is not normative. However, because the pain 

threshold for every individual differs and because people are supposed to make 

judgments about what is considered fair or unfair etc. viewing these acts as child 

abuse only under certain contexts can be problematic. Furthermore, acts such as 

corporal punishment which often sometimes involve the use of violence can have a 

spillover effect into other areas (Lansford & Dodge, 2008). From such as perspective 

corporal punishment especially in this context should be discouraged in its totality. 

Because young people do not disavow the complete use of corporal punishment but 

choose to contextualize it this more or less continue to encourage the practice. The 

message that this sends therefore is that corporal punishment is not “bad” if it occurs 

or is carried out in the right context thus, giving life to the continuation of the 

practice.  

Participants also viewed acts or actions which deprive children of their rights as 

child abuse. Some of the acts include not being fed, not having a voice, not being 

provided with basic needs and isolation. Many of the participants insisted that they 

had the right to have a voice, right to be fed, right to have an education and right to 

social interaction. Depriving them of these rights was viewed as child abuse as 

expressed in the following excerpts from participants from school A and school B.  

 

F,sch A           “Abuse is restricting children rights to expression and when people are 

rising out point a child is not allowed to speak when the elders speak”. 

M,sch A         “Restricting a child from social interaction and freedom in the name of 

protection.”  

M,sch A        “Isolation of children from people and friends”. 

M,sch A         “The right of not being able to have a voice or given a voice.  

F,sch A           “We don’t have the right to open up to the public with what we think 

can be right”.  
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M,sch A  “My uncle holds it that I can’t come to the house with friends’. It is as if I am 

in prison and nobody can’t visit me. They told me I am not supposed to keep friends or 

have friends around meanwhile the funny part is their children do. It is not fair. I have to 

be in the house doing this or that. Doing chores, cleaning and washing. I don’t have any 

right to be with friends or bring them home. Their children have friends and they all come 

to the house. I see this as discrimination”.  

M, sch A     “We have the rights to have our friends around. Sometimes when female 

friends come to the house you have nothing to do with them, your parents think it is 

something else. Parents have some archaic ideas about their children, that they are 

boyfriends or girlfriends of which that is not correct”. 

M, sch A     “I usually want to go and play football with friends but my parents are 

always telling me not to go”. 

Participant from school B  

M, sch B   “In the discipline council we do not even have the right to speak. You are 

sent to the discipline council and you cannot even defend yourself or say anything .The 

teachers, vice principal, principal and discipline master they will just decide and give you 

punishment without even hearing from you. Even people who have done very bad things 

when they are in court they can always defend themselves, but here in school we cannot 

even defend ourselves”. 

F, sch B         "Punishment without trial. Nobody is asking you to explain anything 

when you are being punished”.  

M, sch B       “When parents who take care of child refuse to give food to a child, 

meanwhile the child has the right to be given food”.  

Me              “…….Are you talking about when there is food? 

M, sch B       “…. when there is food and because they want to punish you for something 

you did, they will refuse to give you food”.  
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F ,sch B        “We do not expect that when our parents don’t have something they should 

do magic or go and steal to satisfy us, we understand the situation, so for me I would help 

out any way I can even if it is to sell”. 

M, sch B        “My mother would refuse to give us food. If we do something which is 

wrong, we will go to bed hungry. I am telling you when you go to bed hungry you cannot 

even sleep. Sometimes I will get up in the middle of the night and crawl to the kitchen and 

take food without my mother knowing”.  

In these exchange participants seem to acknowledge that children have rights and 

that depriving them of these rights is child abuse. These young people by viewing 

those acts that deprive children from their rights as child abuse, are otherwise 

advancing that they do have rights.By acknowledging that they have rights they seem 

to be deviating from the norm especially as in most African contexts it is 

responsibility which is often emphasized. In the excerpt participants are therefore of 

the view that, isolating them or keeping them from seeing friends, not giving them a 

voice, denying them food, is child abuse. They seem to see some of these things as 

inherent thus, from their view they are supposed to have these things. Some of the 

rights, also expressed in the exchange include denying them the right to defend 

themselves especially during disciplinary councils.  One participant coin it as 

“punishment without trial”. From their view, judgment is passed without their voices 

being heard. In this case, their voices are suppressed. The right to expression as a 

whole is something that morally and legally everyone is supposed to possess. As 

such, it should be something that should be engraved in their day to day activities as 

reflected in some of the views of young people from school A. They acknowledge 

that they are not given the opportunity to speak when elders speak or speak in public. 

Having a voice through some of the views advanced require that it be given to them. 

This is understandable because of influences from the culture as culture often 

demands that children do not have to speak unless spoken to. So expressing ones 

opinion relays solely if adults solicit for it. If their views are not solicited then they 

are expected to keep quite. When punished young people find it difficult telling the 

teacher or parents or whoever is administering the punishment their own side of the 

story their right to have a voice is suppressed. Children’s rights are not inherent in 

this context but can be considered as something that is attained or given as reflected 

in this common African adage “a child who washes his hands dines with the elder”. 

Here it can be suggested that “the challenge is not to convince the children that they 

have something to say, it is to convince adult that children’s opinions do matter” 
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(Cheney, 2014, p. 55). This lack of a voice can prevent children from disclosing any 

abuse happening to them since they do not have a voice. Their voice has been 

suppressed. 

      Another rights mention in the discussion is the right to be fed.To participants in 

the discussion not being fed or given food is viewed as child abuse. However, 

participants also do take in to consideration their context as they hold the view that 

in the case of lack they do expect their parents to steal. Therefore, in situations where 

children are not being fed due to lack or unavailability, these young people do not 

view it as child abuse. On the other hand, if it occurs simply because of punishment 

then that from their view is seen as child abuse. By holding this view, they are taking 

in to account the situation or reality they find themselves.This in itself shows the 

need for contextualization when defining an act as child abuse 

     Although these young people seem to consider acts which violate children’s rights 

as child abuse, it seems however to conflict with the view that by consenting to an 

act that act should not be viewed as child abuse. In this regard being exposed to an 

act that they should not be exposed by implication should be an abuse of their rights. 

What seem to be at play here is that in as much as participants hold the view that 

child abuse is the abuse or violation of children rights they also at the same time do 

consider their own role. This is which very much is influenced by their socio-cultural 

and environmental context. So, even as they in general considered acts or actions 

which violate children’s rights as child abuse they do not negate their own role which 

is very much influence by the society there seem to find themselves in. 

    To conclude, the complexity or difficulty of coming to an agreement on what can 

be viewed as child abuse is projected after examining these acts and actions that 

young people view as child abuse. From the analysis of these acts and actions viewed 

as child abuse  it can be assess that there is no specific notion as to what is viewed 

as child abuse. Thus the role socio-culture play in it is seen and also the circumstance 

at hand all seem to influence what is seen as abuse or not. This very much shows the 

heterogeneity of the phenomenon of child abuse even among people of the same 

geographical location. There is thus a diversity in the classification as to what is 

viewed as child abuse. Thus, the reason as to why within the analysis different 

elements are used for example in some participants views the element of harm jumps 

out. In other views there is focus on behavior or action which endanger a child which 

can be viewed as forcing children to do what children should not do e.g. prostitution, 

sexual abuse, breast ironing, forcing children to take particular course etc. Priory is 
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on the behavior and not necessary the consequence. Furthermore, through some of 

their views the element of intentionality seem to come across. There is thus the 

inclusion of both intentional and non-international acts as child abuse. For instance 

excessive beating of a child, rape, accusing children of witchcraft, etc. to non-

intentional acts such breast ironing where often the intention is not to harm the child 

but to protect the child from abuse, forcing a child to go to a particular school.  

     As already mention within the analysis the environmental context seems to have 

influence on the classification of what is viewed as child abuse for example young 

people in school B in the rural area only seem to view mostly those acts which can 

be classified as excessive or cause harm as child abused. Thus, a disparity in what can 

be viewed as child abuse within two geographical locations in this case rural area and 

urban area. Thus, the variation across jurisdiction.  In addition environmental 

context also seems to matter even when it comes to children right. So, even though 

these young people seem to view acts which deprive children of their right they also 

seem to understand that their environmental context matters. This shows that they 

acknowledge that they do not live in a vacuum.  Therefore even as some of these 

rights are inherent such as having a voice, right to education, right to social 

interaction etc. circumstance or environmental context can prevent this. For example 

not being fed or being not being provided with basic needs because of lack therefore, 

inn such context not being fed is not viewed as child abuse. Although the role of 

environmental context seem to be taken in to consideration  when considering acts 

or actions viewed as child abuse there is recongnition by all participants that age is a 

primordial when it comes to viewing an act or action as child abuse. There is 

therefore agreement that children of certain ages are not supposed to have certain 

experiences and if they do its child abuse. Even as there is this agreement that 

children of certain ages are not supposed to have certain experiences the problem is 

that most of the participants in the study are talking about very young children, 

younger than themselves (especially as participants in the study are between the ages 

of 11-18). It even becomes more ambiguous as there seem to be no fix age for who 

is considered a child as seen in chapter two. Thus, even though generally Cameroon 

goes by the definition of a child being someone below the age of 18, culture would 

allow children below this age to be sent for marriage. 

   Within the classification of what seem to be viewed as child abuse among these 

young people views culture seem to have influence. Culture allowed participants to 

place limitations as to some behaviors that can be viewed as child abuse. From this 

perspective acts such as corporal punishment and child labour by themselves are not 
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considered as child abuse and turn to be viewed as child abuse only under a certain 

context.  Some of the contexts participants in the study cites as to when they view 

corporal punishment as child abuse is when punishment is excessive, when they is 

no need for punishment such as being punished for not possessing a text book , 

when a child does not know the reason for the punishment etc. Culture therefore 

plays a vital role when it comes to classification of some acts as child abuse as seen 

in the analysis. Culture as such allowed for the acceptability of corporal punishment 

and child work thus the consensus among those studied that corporal punishment 

by itself is not child abuse. This is because there is justification for this practice thus 

allowing it to be rooted in culture. 

Even though participants within the analysis do not completely view act such as 

corporal punishment as child abuse, by acknowledging that abuse is the use of force, 

abuse is depriving children of their rights, young people are positioning themselves 

as full bodied individuals that deserve respect.  They seem to be moving away from 

what tradition demands, which is, for children to be deferential and respectful 

towards adults without taking into consideration their voice or even when people do 

not have their best interest in mind. Furthermore, by acknowledging that they do 

have rights, and that they should not be forced into doing things that they do not 

want to do or things that they should not do, they call in to question the very 

principal of African philosophy of who a child is. This is because children in this 

context are often viewed as human in the making rather than human beings, who 

only through socialization would then become a full human being (James et al., 1998, 

Ndofirepi & Shumba, 2014). These young people are validating that even as children 

they are human beings who have rights and thus should not be abused. Their 

recognition that children have rights can be very instrumental for the future. This is 

because culture is known to be dynamic so a generation of children who recognize 

children’s rights can help influence or shape culture. This is substantial as these 

young people are growing into adults and this thinking can help impete (prevent) 

many acts of child abuse. 

    Finally there seem to be a struggle between what I would term the “modern”, and 

tradition. This battle clearly comes across in what is viewed as child abuse as there is 

clearly difficulty in stating precisely which acts are abusive and which are not. Thus 

from a “modern” point of view there is the classification of all acts or actions which 

entail the use of force or which deprive children of their rights as child abuse 

(traditional acts included). However at the same time tradition also seem to prevent 

certain acts to stand by themselves as child abuse (corporal punishment, child 
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labour). Reality is also considered. Therefore all these struggle modern, tradition and 

circumstances drives the nuances and complexities of child abuse when it comes to 

such a context as Cameroon. In addition such a battle is evident in acknowledging 

that as minors even if they consent to certain acts such as sex with an adult that act 

is still viewed as child abuse. This is where tradition plays a role in understanding 

especially as responsibility is the core in this context. Furthermore there is also reality 

where children are not given a pass just because they are children. Thus the 

responsibility to ownership of ones actions as bad as they may be.  On the other 

hand from a modern standpoint laws are being put in place which prevent acts such 

as corporal punishment from taking place in school. However in spite of these 

conflicting standpoint at the core of this is intention to bring up children who are 

respectfull. 

5.2.2 Children’s comprehension of being abused 

One important theme which emerged from the data was children’s comprehension 

of being abused. Some participants were of the view that children often do not know 

or understand that they are being abused. This to participants is because of children's 

age as they are young, and thus unable to know if an act is abuse or not. Since 

children cannot tell if an act is an abuse or if they are being abused or not it makes 

them an easy target as they can be abused without them knowing. The discussion 

below by participants from school A makes this argument. 

 

Excerpt school A  

F, sch A    “…….I could not tell if I was abuse or not, it is only now that I am realizing 

that it was abuse” 

F sch A “i see why (name withheld) says that, because there was no pain” 

M sch A   “if it does not hurt there is no way a child can tell” 

F sch A   “I always thought it was some kind of play” 
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M sch A “If parent do not notice it or somebody see then that is how that person will 

continue. Like in the case of my cousin who was just three years one of their neighbour 

always touched her and gave her sweets. The only way we knew what was happening was 

when one day her mother saw her eating sweets and asked her where she took it from, she 

just said it’s that uncle who lives in that house he always touches my thing (point down 

at the vigina) then gives me bonbon. She just said it”. 

 

Participants in this excerpt seem to acknowledge that children are not able to 

comprehend or know when they are being abused. This can be seen as one 

participant advance that when she was younger an uncle sexually abused her and that 

it is only recently as she is older that she realized what that was. She reported that 

when she was younger she always viewed it as some sort of play as she did not have 

any knowledge that it was abuse. Participants in the discussion seem to agree with 

her view as they acknowledge that at her age she could not have knowledge of what 

was happening to her. This especially as they recognise that the act did not cause any 

physical pain to her. They therefore, seem to argue that, only when there is pain can 

it trigger a child to know that something is wrong. From their point of view without 

any pain it is difficult for children to know or tell if they are being abused or if the 

act is even abuse. This view is understandable because abuse is in a spectrum, thus, 

very subtle forms such as touching or even just looking at a child’s genital for sexual 

gratification can be difficult if not impossible for a child to realize that its abuse. In 

addition participants in this exchange also seem to be of the view that if the abuse is 

not noticed or observed by a parent or somebody then it can go on without the child 

ever knowing that they are being abused. Although there is acknowledgment that 

children are unable to comprehend when they are being abused, partipants also do 

advance children can unintentionally expose what is happening to them without 

necessarily knowing they are doing so. This for instance can be seen when one of 

the participants reports that one of his cousins was able to expose what was going 

on to the mother without knowing that they were exposing abuse. In this regards, 

therefore, if adult does not observe it or if a child does not accidentally disclose it, 

then there is no way for that child to tell if they are being abused or not. 

 

Despite the fact that some participants held the view that children often do not 

know if or whether they are being abused others, had a contrary view. They seemed 

to believe that children do not have the words to articulate what has happened to 

them even if they know that they have been abused. To some participants, because 
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children lack words or can’t describe what has happened to them it makes children 

to keep it within themselves. 

F sch B     “what will I tell her? When she started shouting and telling me it’s because 

I have started having breast, I didn’t know what to say. 

F sch B       “how will she even begin to explain eh” 

 

F sch B “it already difficult enough when you don’t have the words not to talk of somebody 

shouting already” 

In the excerpt above the predominant theme is that children do not have word or 

lack words to describe what is happening or has happened to them. This is reflected 

when one of the participants explains why she was unable to inform her parents 

about being sexually abused. She seems not certain about what she was going to tell 

the mother as she clearly states that she did not know what to say. Other participants 

in the excerpt seem to agree with her as they all wondered how she would even begin 

to explain such a thing. Not having the words to articulate an experience prevents 

that experience from being known. It makes it impossible for others to be warned 

or take precaution, it’s often said to be forewarned is to be forearmed.  

    In the discussion below the difficulty a child has in saying what they have 

experienced is made even more difficult because of the adverse interaction between 

parents and children. This interaction further makes it even more difficult for 

children to communicate what happen to them as other participants held the view 

that, as children it is difficult to approach a parent. Therefore, even if they know that 

they have been abused or not treated well, they find it difficult to approach parents 

with their concerns. 

M, sch B     “You know that the way you are treated is not good but you don’t have 

anything to say about that”. 

M, sch B    "It is very hard for us children to complain to our parents about something 

they are doing to us because parents here think if you complain about what they are doing 

you are a bad child and it set up another war in the house”. 
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Even though some participants seem to acknowledge that children simply do not 

have the words to describe such happenings, or that the adverse interaction between 

children and parents makes it diffocult for cildren to communicate their experiences 

other participants simply held the view that children cannot do anything about it. 

Knowing is one thing and being able to confront or do something about it is another. 

Children are in a weaker position. Within the discussion participants felt that there 

was nothing a child could do about abuse. This, from their view, is because children 

are not in a position to do anything about it. They therefore, have to take it except 

in situations where they decide to run away or help comes from outside. This is 

reflected in the discussion below by participants from school A. 

F sch A “…….the beating was too much but there was nothing I could do about it” 

M sch A “as a child what can you really do”  

M sch A   “runaway I think” 

M sch A   “running away to the street!  No” 

F,sch A “  had to do it as I said when I was older” 

F,schA “ We use to live beside this woman, she was the best any time she saw our parents 

beating us she will say eh mami  Bih  e don correct nah,  my mother would stop (laughs)” 

The exchange above shows children’s vulnerability and their inability to do anything 

about being abused. In the discussion one of the participants acknowledge that she 

knew she was being physically abused however there was nothing she could do about 

it. This sentiment seems to be echoed by other participants who also did confirm 

there is nothing they as children can do. In spite of this agreement, there is also a 

contrary view by one of the participants who advances that running away is an option 

children can always take. Intervention also seems to come across within the 

discussion as one of the respondents advances that those who witness children being 

beaten need to intervene. This reinforces the idea that children are in a weaker 

position thus by themselves there is nothing they can do even if they do comprehend 

that they are being abused. 
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In conclusion within this analysis it understandable that children are unable to 

comprehend or know when they are being abused or even do anything about it 

themselves. Their age influences their lack of understanding of being abused and 

their inability to do anything about the abuse. It is therefore difficult for them to 

know that what is being done to them is unlawful or is harmful behavior except 

order wise in a situation of pain. However, within the analysis it can be observed that 

as they mature in age and gain more knowledge they begin to understand in 

retrospect that what they had experienced was abuse even if it was very subtle. 

Furthermore one very relevant issues which jumps at me from the analysis is the 

inability for children even those of age even if they know that they have been abuse 

lack the word to articulate or describe or communicate such experiences to a parent 

or any adult. Knowing that one has been abused but not having the words to 

articulate such experience has much to do with culture specifically language. This is 

effectively inhibiting communication of such experience specifically in relation to 

sexual abuse or rape. This in particular is because the subject of sex is shrouded in 

secrecy. Therefore it becomes more or less a taboo for people in the community or 

within this context to pontificate on issues of sex. At the socio-cultural level words 

that often evolve around such issues as sex are often distasteful and pejorative 

(Mungwini & Matereke, 2010). The lack of word from the local context to describe 

such acts without coming across as vulgar adds to this complexity of sexual abuse in 

this context. Thus it can be difficult for children who experience such abuse to use 

such words to recount their experience.This especially as some of the words use to 

describe sex in the local languages have negative connotations (talk less of rape or 

sexual abuse which in many cases local languages do not have words describing 

them). In this regard, it makes the problem of sexual abuse in this context difficult 

to name as there are no words to describe it. This gives credence to the difficulty of 

articulating or describing such experience to anybody thus making it impossible for 

those who experience it to describe. This is because in order to describe such an 

experience the victim would have to use these same pejorative words which more or 

less degrade them. According to Mungwini & Matereke (2010, p.1-2) “culture, 

through the stories that it tells about sex and the language it uses to tell them, has a 

strong potential to initiate and sustain emotions and behavior that lead to rape”. In 

this context, therefore the language that society uses in the domain of sex is 

important as not only does it have the potential to influence sexual abuse but also 

the potential to make it difficult for those who experience it to use it to describe such 

experience. Thus when people fail to describe such experience those experiences 

would not see lamplight. When issues are brought to light ways of dealing with such 

issues starts to be generated.For instance according to Farley (1978) and Spender 
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(1985) when women started discussing their experience it made it possible for them 

to see a certain common element in their problems as a result of this the term ‘sexual 

harassment’ was invented. Therefore, naming the problem make the identification 

of sexual harassment and fighting it much easier. In this context not being able to 

describe or articulate a problem because of lack of words only helps to obscure a 

collective understanding of the problem. For an issue to be understood it must be 

done from a cultural and local context and if there are no words to describe these 

experiences from a local context it prevents this collective understanding. In addition 

socio-cultural attitudes can also make describing experiences difficult as most often 

victims are not just viewed as victims but as instigators. In such perspective children 

or young people who experience abuse such as sexual abuse would lack words to 

describe such experience without coming across as having instigated it. Thus socio-

cultural attitudes create the discourse around rape, sexual abuse difficult to have 

especially as the social clues are ones which see the victims as willing participants.  

     Within the analysis, the issue of power imbalance comes across. This comes 

across in the context where children know that they are being abused but due to the 

position they occupy they cannot do anything about their situation as they have no 

power. This power imbalance between children and adults foster a risk situation. The 

consequence of power imbalance based on age is central to child abuse. Sexual 

communication is prevented in such power imbalance relationship between children 

and adult thus preventing communication of such vital information to children as 

there is little communication. It can therefore be summed up that children in this 

context do not know when or if they are being abused, they lack the words to 

describe or articulate what has happened and they cannot do anything about their 

situation. These are risk situations which places them in a position of vulnerability 

thus influencing child abuse. 

  

5.3  Family level 

5.3.1  Parent child relationship 

The family is of great importance when it comes to child development and it is also 

that unit where the child spends most of his/her time. The way parents and their 
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children interact has significant influence when it comes to child abuse. Participants 

spoke clearly on those dynamics within the parent child relationship. Most of the 

focus group participants from school A and school B were of the view that a difficult 

communication (dysfunctional) between parents and children and lack of parental 

responsibility in the parent child relationship has a bearing on child abuse. 

     Many participants acknowledged the difficulty when it comes to communication 

between parents and children. This difficulty in communication, to some 

participants, made it more difficult for children to relate with parents. This as such 

set the ground for unfamiliarity between children and parent. 

M, sch A “Children do not have the courage to even speak to their own parents because 

they are afraid of the reaction of their parents, and if you say something it is the beginning 

of trouble with your parent”. 

M, sch A   “They needs to be communication and dialogue between parents and children” 

F, sch A    “We are in Cameroon an adult dialoguing with their children is something 

far-fetched in most of our homes”. 

M, sch A   “It cannot happen” 

F, sch A   “If you don’t know your child you can never trust the child, so that they can 

know what they are capable of doing or saying”. 

M, sch A     “In Cameroon it is very difficult for students or children to walk up to their 

parents and tell them that what they did to them was not nice. If in case you are not a 

biological child of that home they might even send you out of the house if that happens, so 

you decide to keep quiet and endure the suffering”. 

F, sch A   “One day my mother misplaced money and of course just went ahead to say 

we have stolen it. I had seen her put her wallet up a shelf in the cupboard in the living 

room, when I was trying to tell her that I saw her put it on the shelves in the cupboard, 

she shouted at me. Finally she sees it there and did not even say she is sorry for talking to 

me like that”. 
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M ,sch A  “If you are beaten or made to do too much work you cannot just say ok I 

deserve it, you need to let your parents know that you are not happy with that”. 

F, sch A   “One important thing is parents should be more open. They should not make 

us afraid to the point that we cannot even tell them what is going on in our lives”  

 

The predominant view in the excerpt seems to be that communication between 

parents and children seems more or something of an impossibility in this context. In 

the discussion above one participant seem to reaffirmation that it cannot happen. 

This difficulty in communication prevents children from being open to parents.They 

as such may prefer to suffer in silence. For instance, a participant in the excerpt holds 

the view that walking up to a parent or guardian and communicating ones displeasure 

in how one is treated may create conflict. This according to the participant may even 

lead to serious consequences such as loss of shelter.  

     Even as most participants in the focus group discussions seem to believe that 

communication between parents and children seems an impossibility, some however 

still, recognise the need for communication and dialogue between parents and 

children. For instance in the excerpt above, one of the participants, suggests that 

children should not just sit back and take abuse but should tell their parents about 

their feelings in regards to the situation. Another participant also seems to suggest 

that parents need to try to be open and communicate more and not make children 

afraid. This is because to them when children are afraid they can find it hard to open 

up to parents as clearly articulated by a participant within the discussion. This 

participant advances children do not have the courage to even speak to their own 

parents because they are afraid of the reaction of their parents. This shows parent’s 

reaction can prevent a child from communicating. In addition participants also 

insinuate that this difficulty in communication seems also to be created by the fear 

of parents. From their views this fear seems to arise from the aggressive nature of 

some of the parents which suppress any communication. This is reflected in the 

excerpt below from school B. 

M, sch B   “….. When my father gets angry, he gets very aggressive. I can say he is even 

like a lion. If he comes back and hears any complaint know that, that day you will get a 

trashing of your life. Nobody is spared when he is angry. I usually try to avoid seeing him 
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in the evening when he is back because I know that if we are not careful the belt would 

come out”. 

F,sch B  “My father is fun of that, when he is angry he can even beat you even if you 

have not done anything that is bad. One day I went to the stream to fetch water. They 

were so many people there. It was the dry season, so I stayed there waiting for my turn. 

When I came back he was so angry and said I had gone somewhere else, I told him I was 

just at the stream and that they were so many people there. He did not even listen and 

went and looked for a cane and was beating me. I was very angry”. 

M, sch B   “mine when he wants to whip us he will put us in a room and locked it and 

ask us to remove our clothed he will weep you until you cannot even remember your name 

you will not even be able to run away”. 

F, sch B “Parents and teachers can be very arrogant to us, because nobody can stop them 

or nobody will do anything to them”. 

M,sch B   “……my parents will never say they are sorry or teachers say they are sorry 

if after punishing you they find out that they were wrong”. 

In the excerpt above the common view held by participants is that parents/adults 

are aggressive and domineering. This aggressive nature of some parents as reported 

by some participants comes across in the excerpt through the anger parents’ exhibit 

in some situations. However, many of the participants do hold the view that fathers 

are the culprits when it comes to this reaction. In the excerpts above three of the 

participants talk about the aggressive nature of their fathers. To show the extent of 

such aggressive nature, one participant even reports that he often tries to avoid 

contact with his father in the evening. He even went ahead to cite “I know that if we 

are not careful the belt would come out”. As expressed within the exchange some 

of this aggressive nature is expressed through beatings as one participant describes 

that when his father beat “you cannot even remember your name”. This aggressive 

nature according to participants makes children afraid. When children are afraid of 

parents they cannot share their experience with them thus parents are in the dark 

about what may be happening to their children. 

    Within the focus group discussions, many participants also seem to be of the view 

that parents and adults in the society are domineering. This domineering nature of 
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parents or adults is expressed in the exchanges above. This position of adults as 

domineering can be reflected in participants’ view that, parents or teachers can never 

say they are sorry even if they realise they are wrong. This domineering nature also 

comes across in the view that teachers and parents can be arrogant towards children 

as nothing can be done to them and because nobody can stop them. To one 

participant in school A parents can do anything to children and get away with it. This 

by inference means adults cannot be held accountable for their actions against 

children. Such aggressive and domineering nature of parents can inhibit parent child 

connectedness thus preventing any form of meaningful communication between 

parents and children. Parents who are warm and responsive toward children can 

make way for easy communication as such children can be more open to them. This 

will make it easier for children to confine in parents.  

    Some participants within the focus group discussions seem to hold the view that 

some parents are failing in their responsibility toward children. This failure in 

responsibility was in the form parents not providing for children, as expressed in the 

exchange below from participants in school B: 

F, sch B “Parental responsibility is lacking. They do not even see that the fact that they 

cannot provide basic things to you is a problem”. 

F,sch B     “Not just that my parents think I am big enough to buy my own things, so 

they do not buy anything for me. I am very angry with my parents and this has caused 

disharmony at home”. 

M,sch  B   “Growing up in my family is not easy at all. My mother does not even think 

that we are children. I work a lot. It is just a lot of work. When I come back from school 

my sister who is in from five and I have to go to the farm and come back very last. It is 

not easy at all. We do not have the time to even read. During holidays, we never have the 

time to be with friends’. During the first term it is time to till the soil and prepared for 

planting. We will get up very early in the morning and go to the farm and will leave the 

farm at around six. Then the harvest season”. 

F,sch B    “I leave in (name withheld)… and trekking that long distance.  One day  I 

was so tired and was unable to do anything in the house, when my mother came back she 

started insulting me, calling me a good for nothing child, she was saying she had a dog in 
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the house who only knows how to eat but does not know how to work. I said sorry that I 

was so tired” 

In the excerpt above participants seem to report that parents were failing to provide 

for children’s needs. To some participants, some parents do not even recognise that 

they are failing in their responsibility. This especially is depicted in one of the views 

in which a participant reports that parents do not even think that the fact they cannot 

provide for basic needs is a problem. In this respect, another suggests that her 

parents seem to think she is old enough to provide for herself so they do not buy 

anything for her. Furthermore, what also seems to be of concern to some 

participants is the fact that some parents do not seem to have empathy and 

understanding for what they, as children, are going through. To them parents seem 

to expect too much from them without taking in to consideration they are children. 

For instance one participant reports that the mother seems not to regard them as 

children thus the heavy work load given to him and his siblings. Such heavy work 

load from his view prevents them from studying. This lack of parents’ empathy and 

understanding also seems to be echoed by another participant who seem to feels that 

after trekking for a long distance to and from school, the mother should be able to 

understand that she can get tired sometimes which can prevent her from carrying 

out house chores. To participants, it is important that parents recognise that they are 

children and as such are not able to do everything. Thus when parents fail in their 

responsibility this can open the child up for abuse from outside. This is because by 

not providing for children it can leave them to seek their basic needs from outside 

the home. It also leads to children having to shoulder on more work load than they 

can carry. This goes back to how children are viewed or perceive in this context. 

Their views on parents failing to recognise that they are children and as such they 

are not expected to shoulder so much because of their age is telling of the socio -

cultural context. This especially because the culture foster more of responsibility it 

makes it difficult to see children just as children and not as partners in family 

development. Thus the difficulty in parents recognizing when the burden children 

bear is too much to their age.  

5.3.2 Single parenthood  

Family structure plays a great influence on child abuse. Single parenthood as a family 

structure can affect both children and parents especially teenage mothers. This is 

reflected in the views held by female participants in school B in the extract below. 
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These participants view this as a big problem as it affects both children and their 

mothers. 

 

F, sch B          “…the thing has become like a plaque. We are in class and as we are 

moving along girls are dropping out because they are pregnant”.  

F, sch B         “Many children in my village don’t have fathers and it is not easy for 

them at all”. 

F, sch B           “One parent cannot meet up with the child or children’s needs so in most 

of these cases it results in abandonment, and sometimes these children are even physically 

battered”. 

F, sch B          “children are not well taken care of” 

F, sch B            “……. their mothers are young and don’t take care for them well. 

There is this bar in my village, you will see some girls there with babies on their back 

drinking and talking with boys. The child is supposed to be in the house sleeping not out 

in the cold. Some will even leave their children alone in the night and go out”.  

F, sch B           “(laughs) we have this two girls who live beside us they will dress up and 

leave, the children will be there all alone crying not even washed. Imagine” 

F, sch B           “they are not trying at all. If you see how (name withheld) will shout at 

her own kids and soon you will hear them cry because she has bitten them”. 

 F, sch B         “Children and the girls suffer since they are left alone with the responsibility 

of the child”. 

These female participants in the above exchange seem to be worried about the rate 

at which girls drop out of school because of pregnancy. From these participants 

views these teenage pregnancies have devastating consequences on both the mother 

and the child. Some advanced that children born to these single teenage girls 

experience different types of abuse. Some abuse cited in the exchange above are 

physical abuse, lack of proper care, emotional abuse. In the exchange one participant 

cited an example of a teenage mother who would shout and beat her children. In 



 

154 

this exchange participants also raised the inability of some teenage mothers to make 

informed decision when it comes to parenting for instance taking a child to a 

drinking spot at night when he/she is supposed to be at the house sleeping. In 

addition, leaving children unattended at night was also seen as one of those 

uninformed decision. Making uninformed decisions can have profound effect on the 

child and in certain cases may even put the child in danger. The young age of the 

teenage parents seems to have an influence on how they carrying out their parenting 

as advance by some participants thus, the poor decision they make which can 

endanger their children. The unavailability of the collective seem to be projected 

through some of the views as child rearing seem much of an individual issue rather 

than a collective issues. Thus, these young teenage mothers have to take their 

children along if they are going out or leave the children alone with nobody watching. 

What this project is that the collective fabric of the society is not what it used to be.  

 

In the excerpt, some participants hold the view that fathers to these children are 

absent (absentee fathers) this allows the burden of responsibility of the child to rest 

on the shoulder of the mother alone. They acknowledge the struggle these teenage 

mothers go through such as not being financially able to meet up with their children’s 

needs. For example in this discussion, participants acknowledge that it is difficult for 

one parent to be responsible for a child alone. To them, this leads to children 

suffering as they are not well taken care of and provided for as it is not easy for the 

children as well as the mothers. Participants in the exchange seem to resent the fact 

that these fathers are not present and for all the responsibility to falls on the mothers. 

These fathers are therefore portrayed as absentee fathers who do not provide the 

support needed for the up keep of their children as reported in the excerpt below. 

 

F, sch B “(Laugh) ....oh no the fathers are nowhere to be found. If you don't have parents 

or relatives who can help you out then it’s all on you”. 

F, sch B “This is not funny, why should they be the ones to bear the responsivity alone” 

F, sch B “Something they both did”. 

F,sch B “When the girls say it’s this or that man the man or boy will refuse, even if he 

accepts he does not care and by the way who is going to make him to take care of the child”. 
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F, sch B “Even if you take him to the police, nothing” 

F, sch B “if the girl does not have a family that can support them, then she will have to 

carry it alone”. 

In the excerpt one participant laughs as she advances that the fathers are absent or 

nowhere to be found as she advances that if one does not have parents or relatives 

to help then they are on their own. Another participant however does not see this as 

funny as she wonders why these teenage mothers have to bear such responsibility 

alone especially as it is something that both people participated in. One participant 

further reiterate that it does not really matter if these fathers acknowledge fathering 

these children.They can accept fathering these children but still would not care as 

reflected in the view. There also seem to be the recognition by some of these 

participants that there is nobody who can make these absent fathers to take care of 

their responsibilities and even taking them to the police is not going to yield any 

positive outcome.These fathers are not held accountable by society for failing in their 

responsibility and there are no repercussions for this. Thus, responsibility turn to fall 

on the back of the teenage single mother unless they are supported by their families 

as reported in the excerpt. This very much is a greater social issue as it can be seen 

that men “privilege” makes it possible for them to avoid their responsibity without 

any repercussions. Thus, they are able to accept fathering these children yet refuse 

to take responsibility.    

      Society therefore on its part seem to foster this behavior as both formal an 

informal structure does not hold these fathers accountable. There seem to be a 

broader problem which is the ineffectiveness of formal social structure to to act. 

These structures such as the police, the courts, family services etc. should be able to 

make sure that through the legal process these absent fathers take part in the care 

and providing for these children. This especially should be primordial especially with 

the break down in the informal social support (weakening of the support provided 

by the extended family). This single teenage parenthood shows the breakdown of 

the extended family system. From a cultural stance there is the expectation of the 

family to step in during such situation, step into help both teenage mothers and their 

children as these teenage mothers seem to shoulder responsibility themselves. This 

is a cultural shift where the breakdown of the informal support system leaves these 

teenage mothers with no support.  In addition, because these teenage mothers have 

dropped out of school the possibility of them altering their economic circumstances 

is diminished as they have to spend more time in rearing their children and trying to 
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provide for themselves. Dependence therefore rises since not only are the teenage 

single mothers themselves dependent their children are, too. There is no time for 

them to invest in self and this can have a spill over effect on the children since their 

mothers are not going to be able to have the financial stance to be that supportive. 

Thus, poverty transmitted from generation to generation only helps in creating an 

environment where children would continue to face abuse. 

5.3.3  Weakening of support provided by the extended family 

 
Many who participated in the focus group discussions reported living with extended 

family members or people other than their biological parents. For example, in each 

focus group there was at least a participant living with an extended family. Cameroon 

as do many other African countries pride itself on the extended family system 

especially as it doubles as an informal support system. Many people and children rely 

on this system as they do not have a formal support system. Culture requires and 

expects family members to treat their brothers or sisters’ children (relatives) as if they 

were their own. However, in focus group discussions some of the views reflect 

otherwise. Many participants in the focus groups discussions were of the view that 

children living with extended family members were abused.  Some participants 

reported not being treated well by extended family members. In the excerpt below 

participants in school A, discuss being abused by family members. 

 

M, sch A “I lost my mother and after the burial I was taken to live with my relative, my 

father’s brother it was hell there” 

M sch A “You live in a place you consider as home, but you live in that home like a 

stranger”. 

M, sch A    “…. We turn to be scared. You don’t want to commit any crime because if 

you do then there will be trouble” 

M,sch A  “It is not easy living in a place that you are always scared of saying or doing 

something that will annoy somebody” 
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Another group 

F.sch A “……They have turned me in to their house girl, but what can I do” 

M,sch A  “  In my case am always working. It is always do this, do that! I get so tired 

and stress from this, but the only thing I hear is shouting”. 

F,sch A “ if their children are treated like that then I will not worry ,but it is just me. 

Nobody will not complain if that treated is given to everybody. The worst is that am always 

fearful thinking what wrong will they say I did next” (laughs) 

M sch A     “For me I feel like am walking on egg shell”  

 In these two excerpts from school A participants describe the treatments they faced 

living with some extended family members. Both male and female participants in 

these excerpts recount being turned into house helps, or being over worked. For 

example, some thought there were over worked or were treated differently compared 

to other children in the house. One very predominant view in the exchanges is that 

they felt afraid as many participants reported being fearful, scared and feeling like 

strangers in homes that they considered theirs.  

   In addition some participants also reported that children were sent to live with 

people they did not know while some children had to take care of themselves (self-

care).The excerpt below from participants from school B reflects some of these 

views.  

F ,sch B    “They are many of my age mates who have been sent to work as baby sitters, 

but what happens in those places nobody can tell. I remember my uncle took one child and 

sends to his friend in Yaoundé. But after a while this girl came back but there was 

something different she did not interact with people very much.  She said that the man of 

the house always came to her room and raped her”. 

F, sch B “That is the problem these girls are sent to live with people they don’t know. 

Blame the parents” 

 F, sch B   “parents are not doing a good job at all. Why they are sending children to 

people they don’t know that is my question” 
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 F, sch B    “The think is sometimes there is no choice. Ok when my parents died and l 

lived with my uncle the treatment there was horrible.  I could not bear it and I left the 

place I went to (name of town withheld). I took care of somebody’s child for one and a half 

years had some money and came back…….. Am now here with my grandparents”. 

  F, sch B “For me immediately my mother died just after two years my father passed 

away. One of my father’s brother raped me. He came to the house and was saying he did 

not want to see me farm one of my mother’s farms. Thank God he stopped, since Mr 

(name withheld) and his family moved in the house. It is nice to have people around and 

I don’t have to worry about what I will eat because they give me food. So I just farm and 

sell and save the money. That my uncle cannot just come around now. You know he tried 

to send Mr (name withheld) and his family away but my grandparents were the ones who 

gave the order that they can stay”.  

One other participant in another group had a similar experience 

F, sch B       “well for some of us we have to take care of ourselves. It difficult you know. 

I am the eldest child and I have one brother and a sister so my grandparent took them 

since they were still in primary school but I was already in form two and they just left me”. 

There was nobody to further my education and I became hopeless, had nobody to depend 

on so it resulted in poor performance in my academics”. 

One dominant view in this extract is that children are sent to live with people they 

do not know. Although many of the participants seem to blame parents for sending 

children to leave with people they do not know, one participant however seem to be 

of the view that sometimes there is no other option but for children to leave with 

people that they did not know. Circumstances seem therefore to push some parents 

to send children to live with people unknown to them. These circumstances also 

seem to push some children to self-care as some participants were of the view that 

some children have no other option but to care for themselves (self-care). This to 

some participants is because other family members do not have the means to provide 

for them. For instance in extract above a participant report that for some of them 

they have to take care of themselves as there is nobody to do so. She recounts that 

her junior brother and sister were taken in by her grandparents after the death of 

their parents but she was left to fend for herself. Thus, because extended family 

cannot afford to take care of a child the child would need to take care of themselves.  
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Drawing from these views there seems to be a breakdown in these informal support 

system. The extended family traditionally is supposed to ensure care and social 

support, especially in time of need such as in an event of the passing on of a family 

member. It is also supposed to ensure care in the event when other family members 

cannot afford to take care of their children themselves. The extended family is 

supposed to provide care and support for these children however the support seems 

to be diminishing as reflected in actions and behaviours exhibited by extended family 

members toward some of these children under their care. These diminishing social 

support is also exhibited through children left to care for themselves or send to be 

taken care of by people unknown to the children. Across time, there has therefore 

been a shift from the traditional role the extended family played in the cultural 

context. This diminishing support from the extended family makes it difficult to 

subsidize and mitigate care of children or family members. These leave children 

susceptible to child abuse especially in the context of Cameroon where traditionally 

the extended is considered like a “social security”.Also it can be seen that lack of 

resources seem to prevent the extended family to continue to act as this support 

system. Thus the reason extended family member cannot afford to take in all 

children of a family member as in the case of one of the participant above. Thus 

socio-ecomomic continue to foster this break down in the support system leaving 

children vulnerable to all types of abuses.  

 

Many Cameroonians still have to rely on the extended family for support. This 

weakening of support from the extended family however, should be interpreted to 

mean that the extended family as a family system is disintegrated. However, its role 

of as an informal support system is diminishing as it is being affected by socio-

ecomonic influences. It can therefore, be said that the dynamics of the extended 

family that is the kinship system have evolved and it's being replaced by other 

alternative systems such as self-care. This in the context of Cameroon can have far 

reaching ramification to children and families. Although there appear to be this 

diminishing support, there seem to be no formal structure replacing it. Thus within 

the views participants do not advance that they or any people they know receive help 

from formal support structure. However, what seem to come across the view is the 

self care by some children or the senting of children to people unknown to them. 

This just helps to further influence child abuse as such processes can be of great risk 

to children. With no blood connection nor any particular formal support structure, 

child protection cannot be assured. In chapter two we saw the introduction of the 

child protection code which introduces “customary placement” which is placing a 

child with a family member. The weakening of the support provided by the extended 
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family can be a threat to this very arrangement except the government is putting in 

financial support which can be used to provide help to those family members who 

take in these children. If not “customary placement” although a very effective 

solution in this context can be an exercise in futility.  

5.4  Social level 

5.4.1 Social reaction 

 
The way society reacts can have an influence on child abuse as it can either help to 

impede or promote abuse. Many people’s reactions sometimes depend on the social 

clues they pick up from the society. Participants discussed about what pushed 

children to self-silence when abused. A vast majority of participants’ felt that 

reporting abuse is difficult or somewhat impossible as they advanced that they had 

nobody to disclose it to. Not knowing whom to report abuse to result in children or 

young people self-silencing. The excerpt below participants reflect this view. 

 

M,sch A      “so if you are abuse in your home, like in my case who am I going to tell?” 

F, sch A       “…. (Name withheld) is right there is no way to report” 

M.sch A      “report where?” (Participants laugh) 

F, sch A       “To whom will I complain?” 

 F, sch A       “madam, you are saying as if it is easy to report, who are you going to 

report to” 

F, sch A         “As I said before, I remember the situation when I went and fetch water 

and climbing the hill I fell and in the process broke a ten litre bucket. They gave me the 

beating of my life that day, you can see the scars on my body (gets up and lifted her 

cloth to show the scars on the body). I was abused to the extent that I became 

mentally disturbed. It affected my system in that whenever I pee I passed out blood. I was 
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taken to the hospital and the doctors said if they don’t stop whatever they are doing to me 

it will stress me to the extent that I will have a mental problem or I may go off. Oh no it 

continued……. I needed not to fetch water, she needed to come to the house and not see 

water or not see that all chores were done, she will beat me, I cannot even say. Her husband 

was a catastrophe, when the husband wanted to beat me, he will tire me and climb on my 

back, and beat me very well, until I will not know if I will live to see another day. There 

was no way to report. Everybody in my family knew what was happening but could not 

intervene. There was nothing to tell”.  

Within this excerpt, the main theme seems to be that participants feel there is nobody 

to disclose or report abuse to. Participants seem to continuously question who they 

are to report or disclose abuse to. Other participants were vehement that there is no 

way of reporting abuse. One participant in the discussion seems to find it amusing 

(thus the laughter) that I could even suggest that they needed and should report or 

disclose abuse when it happens. Another also suggests that I seem to think reporting 

abuse is easy as they reiterate the notion that there is no one to report to.  There 

seem to be the feeling here that there was nobody they can trust to report abuse to. 

This however calls for some questioning as to why young people in such a close net 

society feel there is nobody or no way to disclose or report abuse. 

 

Reporting or disclosing abuse does not simply mean going to the authorities. It 

can mean telling those around, such as parents, neighbours etc. However, because 

many of the participants reported that they experienced abuse from people close to 

them it can be understanding as to why they think that there is nobody to report 

abuse to. Many studies have, for example, shown that children are abused by parents, 

relatives, close friends, or people known to the child such as teachers, priest etc. It 

can in this context be difficult for children to know who to disclose abuse to. This 

is because the people abusing them are people they know or people close to them or 

people who live in their environment. Therefore, not knowing who to report abuse 

to is a valid worry for many of the participants.   

 

On the other hand some participants seem to have a contrary view as they held 

the view that reporting or disclosing abuse is not necessary as people around already 

know that it is taking place. Participants advanced that when it came especially to 

physical abuse it is not hidden as compared to many other forms of abuse. From 

their view people witness many children being beaten, hit and yet they do not react 

nor do anything about it. They seem to believe that disclosing meant telling people 

something they do not know and because people already know about it, it is not 
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necessary to report. Children have no influence over other people's actions and thus, 

because people see abuse going on and do nothing it only helps to reinforce the view 

held by these young people that reporting abuse is not necessary.   

 

Knowing that family members or people around know abuse is going on and 

nobody is saying or doing anything about it, encourages self-silence. Not reacting or 

doing anything about abuse sends a message to children that such an act is normal 

or that it is something that is not talked about. For this reason, children may not see 

it necessary to report or disclose it as they might be thinking there is nothing to tell 

as in the excerpt above.The same sentiment is also reflected in the view held by one 

participant who seems to also hold the view that there is no need to report abuse as 

there is nothing to tell. She seems to arrive at this conclusion from her own 

experience as she reports that in her case family members (people close to her) and 

neighbours knew about her abuse. To her this was not hidden but yet nobody took 

action nor did anything about it. In addition, the doctor had advised that they stop 

whatever was being done to her. Therefore, telling was not necessary as the 

experience was not hidden as even the authority (in this case doctor) knew and 

people in the community were all aware. These actions of people around have an 

influence in silencing children. Children learn by observing (observational learning) 

(Bandura et al., 1961, Bandura, 1977). Children pay attention to people’s actions or 

behavior and in turn encode or copy such behavior. They see that adults in their 

community or people close to them are neither reacting nor saying anything when 

abuse is going on as such they may view reporting as not necessary.   

      

    Many other participants view reporting especially a family member as foreign. 

Since reporting a family member seem to be viewed as a foreign concept and un-

African some participants seem to worry about how they would be perceived by 

others or how other people outside would react towards them concerning them.   

 

Excerpt school A  

F, sch A     “How will I go and tell the authorities at the age of 8 and 10 that my aunty 

is beating me. They will say that this white man education has spoiled you. Because that 

is what they always say”. 

 F, sch A    “Most of the time police will say, you are a child, how can you be reporting 

your parent, you are a bad child”. 
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F,sch A      “I had one relative in my family who was leaving in the US, he and his wife 

sent back their son home because they said he was heady and they could not beat him and 

correct him since the law says you are not supposed to beat a child. Since the child had 

started calling police on them, they decided to send him home. Come and see how other 

family members talked to the child. You cannot do that nonsense here, you think this is 

America”. 

Reporting a family member is regarded as unacceptable by society and there is a 

worried about the reaction they would receive. How they are viewed by others seems 

to be an important issue to them. Therefore not wanting to be viewed as a bad child 

count as one participant’s even advances that a child will be labelled as bad, if he 

reports a parent to the authority, by the authorities themselves. Therefore, reporting 

ones parents /guardian or relative will just lead to people labeling the child.  Some 

other participants however, reported that disclosing abuse is detrimental to the 

family as such it’s unacceptable. Culture places a great importance on family. This 

especially as the image of the family is important to everybody in the family. Thus to 

some of these participants doing anything that would jeopardize the family becomes 

a no no. Thus from a socio-cultural perspective the interest of the family comes first 

before that of the individual. This is clearly expressed in the excerpt below where 

participants place the need of the family before theirs. 

 

F,sch A    “How can you come around and report your family members. It will always 

be in your mind. Imagine your uncle raped you, where will you take the courage to go to 

an authority and say that your uncle raped you, or as you see like this my uncle did that. 

It cannot be easy to see how they are imprisoning your uncle even though he violated you. 

So at the end you just accept the situation. You are also afraid you will sell your family”.  

 F.sch A     “Do something wrong to me I will not even go to report them in school. I will 

be like they are my parents I cannot talk against them it will be wrong”. 

 F, sch A     “I would say that reporting a problem you have is a big problem, this is 

because if you do report it will turn into a big family issue”. 

Within this excerpt, female participants seem to find it difficult to rational reporting 

of family members or close ones. They do not want to sell out their family as one 

participant puts it. Furthermore, to other participants reporting abuse is viewed as 
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detrimental to the family as it may turn into a big family issue. Doing anything that 

may cause disunity within the family or create some sort of rift within the family is a 

concern.  A similar view is also put forward by a female participant in school B who 

reports that she does not want her family to have the impression she has “destroyed 

the family” and as such the preferred thing to do is to self –silence. 

 

 F,sch B “I simply don’t want my family to think I have destroyed the family, the better 

thing to do is to keep quiet”.  

These participants do not want to be held responsible for destroying their families. 

They also know that it will bring problems within the family. Family, to participants 

within this discussion, seems to come first. Therefore importance is placed on 

keeping the family unit. Participants within the excerpt above seem to place 

themselves last and family first as one observes the readiness to sacrifice individual 

wellbeing as oppose to report ones parents or relative.  For example one of the 

participants in the excerpt above even insinuates that “It cannot be easy to see how 

they are imprisoning your uncle even though he violated you. So at the end you just 

accept the situation”. This difficulty in reporting a parent, family member or close 

one can be accounted for by the close bond or relationship that children form with 

family members, relatives and the community. This loyalty that children have for 

their family or parents make it impossible for them to even think about reporting 

them even if they are being abused. 

 

Many participants held the view that reporting or disclosing abuse does not result 

in any sort of help from their society or community and neither does it lead to the 

person being punished. Some held the view that such a disclosure would only lead 

to being blamed, shamed or stigmatized. Their society's reaction to abuse was mostly 

one which would lay the blame on them from their view. Furthermore, such a 

disclosure may even lead to some far reaching consequences such as loss of home 

as discussed in the excerpts below from participants from school A and school B. 

 

Excerpt school A  

M, sch A    “Whether you report it cannot change anything”. 



 

165 

F, sch A      “I don’t feel like discussing with the counsellors because how are they going 

to solve the problem, if they call him here, I will still go and be with him back home….. 

Where will I stay if they say I should leave?” 

M, sch A     “If you report in which house are you going to stay”?  

F, sch A    “Where will you live after you report, you see that is why reporting at times 

is difficult”.  

 F, sch, A   “If you report abuse, let say your parents are beating you people will think 

you are a bad child. They will say how can a child report people taking care of him or her 

and everybody in the family and even those outside will call you names. They will not want 

their children to be friends with you so you will be left all alone”. 

F, sch A      “The neighbour I talked about presently she behaves a type…. She is 

regarded in the quarter as somebody who was raped”. 

F, sch A    “……..so you see these things cannot be kept secret. We need to be aware. 

We need to know that people around us are dangerous and can do us harm”. 

Excerpt from school B  

F, sch B    “…..People who do such things are not really even judge from what I see”. 

M, sch B    “that will be waste of time……” 

F, sch B   “Most often nothing is done”.  

F, sch B      “I mean it no help will be offered”. 

M, sch B     “nothing will be done to the person so there is no need to waste your time”  

M, sch B “…..this neighbour of ours whose parents died and the family divided them 

among relatives, after about one year the girl came back home……….. They said she 

was raped by the father of that house she was living with then she got pregnant and they 
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sent her away……… most parents don’t want their children to associate with her. They 

will say people took her in and she went and slept with the father of the house”.  

 F, sch B     “my mother also did that. My friend was raped by some boys and now my 

own mother does not want me to be friends with her. Everybody is looking at her as if she 

is cursed”.  

F, sch B     “When people look at you and say things behind your back. I don’t even 

want to go to the market square again”.  

F, sch B   “I know talking about it is difficult but we need to if not other children will 

experience the same thing, It is not good at all”   

In this discussion these young people are categorical that reporting does not provide 

any sort of help. They also do not think it lead to any action being taken. Reporting 

from their view therefore, does not make any difference as it has no consequence on 

the person who did it and does not lead to any help offered. Many of the participants 

seem to view it as a waste of time as described in some of the views. What seem 

however to stand out in the discussion is that, reporting or disclosing abuse seems 

to create further problem to the child as it may create some real life consequences. 

For example, by disclosing such information may lead to loss of shelter or being 

labelled, or even ostracize as voiced in one of the views. Participants seem very 

cognizant of this predicament and so the choice is to keep quiet about an abuse 

which is a price to pay.  

  

Participants hold the view that when children report abuse they are stigmatized 

or name called. Participants report witnessing friends or people they know being 

criticized, even ostracized, shamed, blamed and labeled. One participant even reports 

that her mother prevented her from being friends with one of her friends who was 

known to have been raped. The reaction by people in the society seems to be that 

which lacks empathy and promotes victim blaming. In as much as disclosing abuse 

seems to spell doom, two participants in the above schools hold a contrary view as 

they emphasize that it is important and necessary to disclose and report child abuse. 

They view this as the only way people will get to know about it. Therefore not 

disclosing it, from their view continues to fuel the problem as this just prevents any 

awareness on the issues and makes it possible for more children to be abuse. 

However, reporting or disclosing abuse can be an overwhelming issue because one 

does not have control of how his or her community, society or family will react.   
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Through these views we have seen why children prefer self-silence for instance they 

do not know who to report or disclose abuse to, they find it impossible reporting 

abuse because it is a family member, etc. However the reaction by the society or 

people attitude places a very significant role in influencing silence as such facilitating 

the perpetuation of child abuse. Society can play an important role in how they react 

towards a child experiencing child abuse. This can be view in two positive account 

reported by two participants from school A. One reported that she was able to get 

help due to a neighbour diligent and persistence while another reported the extend 

he and his father had to go to seek for help for a victim of abuse. 

 

F, sch A “…what saved me was this young couple who lives beside our house. The lady 

saw me sitting behind the house and asked me to bring the things I came with from the 

village. When she asked me why we did not spend the whole holidays in the village, I just 

cried. She was worried and wondered what made me cried and ran in to the house. After 

about two weeks, she called me in her house. She told me she has seen that I was troubled 

and if there is anything I should tell her. I told her I could not, because if I did thunder 

was going to strike me. She told me thunder does not work like that, that it only strikes 

you if you are telling a lie. After she insisted I then told her. She took me to one small 

dispensary. They tested me for pregnancy and HIV. After that she called my mother and 

told her all this. I guess my mother was very ashamed of it and said we should not mention 

it to anybody. This lady has been very helpful that is why I can even talk about it here”. 

Here the participant advance that she was able to disclose abuse because of the 

neighbour’s consistency and perseverance in trying to find out what was wrong with 

her. In the process, she was able to have help and also dispel the notion that if she 

spoke about it she will be struck by thunder (a tool which can be used to dissuade 

children from disclosing or reporting abuse by perpetrators). Another participant 

gave an account of the length he and his father had to go to seek help for a child 

who was experiencing abuse.  

M.sch A “…... There was this girl of 15yrs she is a refuge from Ethiopia, she came to 

Cameroon and in the process started leaving on the street, nobody knows how she manage 

to come here but somehow she fell in the hands of my aunt who took her off the street which 

was a good thing. She said she will take care of her, but the way this aunt of mine started 

treating this girl was pathetic. ...... You know I have the impression that the government 

of Cameroon has this principles that if you are not somebody of high ranking you will not 
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be able to stand in an administrative office and complain something, My father and I went 

to lay a complain but we were never listen to so finally we had to go to the human right 

commission in town that is where they did something. ………. It was only when we got 

to the human right commission that the issue was taken seriously. It was then that the 

child was removed from that home and place in a refuge home”.  

In this account, you can see people going out of their way to provide help to a child. 

Thus societal reaction is very important when children disclose abuse or when they 

observe abuse. Furthermore, one of the accounts also shows the general difficulty 

that exists in trying to seek for help which can often deter many people who would 

otherwise want to seek help for a child who is abused.  

     In conclusion, young people resolve to self-silence because they do not know 

who to report abuse to, or they find reporting family members as unacceptable. Also 

reporting abuse is viewed as not necessary as it is assumed people already know 

about it. Furthermore, reporting neither leads to help nor perpetrator being 

punished. It rather leads to stigmatization and victim blaming. Self-silencing is 

therefore a means for self-preservation. However, what it does is it allows for child 

abuse stay hidden. Therefore social attitudes and reaction to child abuse can either 

promote or impede child abuse. Positive social attitudes and reaction can make it 

easy for children to come forward or report abuse and not decided that the best 

thing for them is to self-silence.   

5.5  Cultural level 

5.5.1  Culture of silence 

From participants views child abuse seems to thrive in a culture of silence. This 

allows children to be abused as it prevents abuse from being known or exposed. In 

many African societies the family is very important and comes first. This belief about 

the family seems to triumph over any other thing. Thus, to participants, decisions 

made when children are abuse are often ones which favour the family. Those 

decisions made put family first over the individual’s (child) needs. This to many of 

the participants abuse is kept within the confines of the family and as such people 
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never hear about it. Participants in the excerpt below talk about attempts made to 

keep abuse within the family. 

F, sch A     “you can’t hear a single word about it outside” 

F, sch A      “parents are surely thinking that it will bring down the family” 

 

F, sch A      “yes and that if they say something if it is the father then he will not provide 

for the family again” 

M.sch A      “I would say it is all about the family image” 

F, sch A       “If you depend on a family member there is no way family members’ would 

want people outside the family to know. They are even trying to hide it from each other in 

the family”. 

 

In this excerpt, focus group participants from school A hold the view that abuse is 

kept within the family as the family is regarded as more important. From the 

discussion attempts to keep the abuse within the family is so as to avoid bringing 

down the family. It is also intended to prevent bringing shame on the family thus 

maintain the family’s image as mentioned in some views. Another view reported in 

this excerpt as to why abuse is kept within the family, is to avoid disrupting the 

family’s source of livelihood as there seem to be fear of losing the provider. In this 

regard one of the participants cites “if they say something if it is the father then he 

will not provide for the family again”. Since family comes first, issues such as child 

abuse have to remain within the family. Thus, abuse especially that which happens 

within the family is not made known to the outside, it remains a secret.  

 

Participants also felt that there is so much belief in family members. This trust of 

family members, close ones, community members creates an environment where 

child abuse takes place without people knowing. The issue of trust seems to be of 

concern to many participants. Many of the participants believe that there is an 

overwhelming trust put on family members and community members. This trust, 

put on family members and community members from their view makes it possible 

for child abuse to take place and at the same time remain hidden. In this transcript 
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participants from school A discuss how trust creates an environment that makes it 

easier for child abuse to take place. 

F, sch A     “Many people don’t see how dangerous other people are we just think people 

are good and we don’t take precaution”  

F, sch A       “My uncle who I live with my family has put all their trust in him wanted 

to sleep with me. In the night, he will come to my room and try to force himself on me”. 

F, sch A     “……and parents will not believe if you tell them. The thing here is people 

trust family member too much”. 

F, sch A     “oh right that is why parents, children are not thinking something like that 

can happen” 

F,sch  A    “I have a neighbour and I would say their parents never really educated them 

well on the relatives or people around, like telling them that they are people who can do 

them harm. You just see them feeling free with everybody in the quarter. There was this 

party and their first daughter attended and taking into consideration where we live which 

is a quarter under construction and there are many men working there. So one needs to be 

very careful. So while in the party she went outside and some of these men called for her 

and she went, because she did not know the implications, she went and was raped. If the 

parents had told her the implication and given her enough knowledge, she would not have 

gone when those men called. She was raped and they took her to the hospital. Presently 

she behaves a type”  

F, sch A     “because of it children are not provided with information. Parents here are 

fun warming you not to have a boyfriend, but when it comes to this they is no warning 

about relatives, nothing”. 

F, sch A      “I believe that it is the reason you see parents just leave their children without 

supervision. Children are always running around the quarters and nobody is really 

watching” 

F, sch A     “….. (Name withheld) I agree with you on this issue of supervision, people 

trusting neighbour and I believe my experience was because of something like that. I was 
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raped when I was 13 years old I use to wonder why me. One third term holiday my parent 

took us to the village and I was quite excited. One day my grandparent had to go to the 

farm .This farm was far away they left me at home alone. After doing my chores I went 

to take a bath behind the house. I thought I heard somebody but did not bother, after I 

finished I went inside the house and there was this man who sells palm wine beside my 

grandparents’ house. He forced himself on me and after that, he told me if I ever said 

anything he will send thunder to stick me dead. I was so scared that I could not even 

speak”  

Participants in this discussion seem to be of the view that trust provides a platform 

for child abuse. Trust as described in some of the views seems to make it difficult 

for parents to perceive other family members, neighbours or community members 

as dangerous or as people who can hurt children. From the excerpt, trust seem to 

prevent parents from informing children about the danger family members or 

community members can pose. It is in this same light that within the discussion some 

participants hold the view that children are allowed to go about their activity 

unsupervised or allowed to play around or run errands or even left alone without 

much care or supervision. For example, one participant report that when she went 

for holidays to her grandparents’ house she was left unsupervised and as a 

consequence she was raped by a neighbour. From a cultural context when children 

are left "without supervision" or even left under the supervision of other children it 

is often done with the knowledge that there are adults around watching these 

children. There is the expectation those around would watch these children. Leaving 

children under the care of neighbours or other community members attest to this 

trust that exists in such a context. This plays a role in hindering people from thinking 

about the consequences of leaving children unsupervised. It is difficult to think that 

people you trust to watch or care for a child can turn and harm the child.  This trust 

that has been established has led to people not warning children about this as 

reported in the exchange. This has led to people not talking about abuse since it is 

hard to think that it even takes place.  Therefore, children as well as adults go about 

their duties without any thought of the possibility of what may happen especially 

knowing that they can trust people around or trust relatives.  Participants as such 

hold the view that as a result of these trust necessary precautions are not taken or 

put in place to protect children from family members or close ones. There is 

therefore no discussion or transmission of information about such acts to children. 

For example children are not told to be careful around relatives, neighbours or close 

ones. Children are thus left in a vulnerable position as they are left expose to the 

inherent danger that some family members and community members may pose. This 
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window of opportunity creates an environment where abuse can happen away from 

the watchful eyes of people. It further creates an environment where there is overall 

unawareness as trust has prevented the issue from being raised.  

 

To some participants trust affects the way people do things. This is reflected in 

the way parents react when a child informs them that they have been abused 

especially by a family member. Firstly, parents fail to believe children when they tell 

them they have been abused by someone close or a relative.This can be seen in the 

excerpt in school A where participants express that even after disclosure they are 

often not believed as there seem to be trust that the family member cannot carry out 

such an act.  

 F, sch A   “When we come with our complains that they have done this or that they 

should believe us or they should try and find out, because this has made some of us not feel 

free to sit with them and tell them our problems because they don’t believe in us. At times 

when something like that happens we will not see any reason telling them since they don’t 

believe us or will not believe us any way”. 

F, sch A   “That is always the case and my friend experienced this too. She told me her 

uncle has been trying to rape her and finally succeeded, and sometimes she would pick a 

knife to kill herself .My friend reported it to her mother, but the mother did not take it 

seriously. The mother said she was trying to put the uncle in trouble. When she told her 

own mother what was happening she said she has to stop trying to spoil her brother’s name 

and that if she continues and the mother of the house hears then she should know where 

she will go and live”.  

F, sch A   “……They will tell us they are good, they are in the church, but that is not 

all that matter”  

F, sch A   “Can you imagine that. The parent or people around end up blaming you 

instead of blaming the person who did it or even blaming themselves. I am sure they think 

a child is supposed to take care of themselves. They don’t think they are supposed to be 

responsible to take care of the child".  

F, sch A “Normally this thing of a parent believing what a child says, it is not everything 

that a child says that you must believe. Because sometimes children maybe deceitful, and 
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not honest. This is due to the influence they have from friends, peer pressure. A child might 

lie that the dad did this or that to her, and you can get annoyed and get a divorce. But the 

parent needs to investigate before taking a decision not just sweep it under the carpet".  

The dominant view within this excerpt is that children are not believed when they 

inform parents about being abused.  For instance one participant in the exchange 

reports that when a friend of hers told the mother how her uncle had been trying to 

sexually abuse her the mother on her part saw the friend as trying to destroy the 

good name of her uncle. What this shows is the level of trust put in family members 

as such difficult to believe such a family member can act this way. It is thus difficult 

for the mother to believe the uncle can do such a thing. In this regards the 

perpetrator turns to be regarded as a victim of the child malicious act as shown. Their 

information about being abuse is often received with disbelief and quite often, 

excuses are made to imply that the person cannot carry out such an act.   

     Another participant in the excerpt reports that parents often think because the 

person is religious, they cannot believe what the child is saying. They cannot believe 

that someone who goes to church or is religious can carry out such an act. Religion 

has been noted to play a very important role in many African cultures and just by 

going to church and being considered as a Christian can make people believe that an 

individual cannot be abusive to children. However, it has been shown that there exist 

even clerical child sex offenders, as studies such as Garland & Argueta (2010), 

Hansen (2015) clearly show. One participant in the discussion is of view that parents 

should either believe when a child tells them that they have been abused or at least 

they should attempt to find out. This seems to silence the victim as one participant 

report that when something like that happens they do not see the reason for telling 

parents as they know they are not going to be believed. Although the common view 

held by most participants in the exchange is that parents need to believe children, 

one participant in the excerpt had a contrary view. She was of the view that not 

everything a child says should be believed. On the other hand, she agrees with the 

others that parents need to investigate rather than just think it is a lie or pretend it 

did not happen. 

     The question one would ask is, if child abuse is engulfed by this culture of silence 

how were these young people able to reveal their experiences to me, considering that 

I am a stranger to them. I would say that though the issue of silence is real children 

want to talk about their views and their experiences. Studies such as Devries et al. 

(2014) show that children want to share their experience.  In Devries et al. (2014), 
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children in Uganda were asked to describe their experiences, it was observed that 

children offered information spontaneously. Children do not only want to be talk, 

they also want to be heard and taken seriously. However, they are faced with personal 

barriers, sociocultural barriers, associated to cognitive awareness, which is usual in 

childhood and relational barriers linked to family dynamics (Sorsoli et al., 2008, 

Gagnier & Collin-Vézina, 2016). In addition there was a common understanding and 

acknowledgement during discussion that, sharing views as well as experiences were 

for the purpose of knowledge. Also it was agreed that I was not to confront 

perpetrators or even go to the school administrators about this. This was clearly 

expressed when I requested that some participants disclose their experiences to the 

school councilor which was met with a resounding no. Children are not passive they 

very much learn from their environment and in this case it is easy for young people 

especially through observation to know what is expected of them and what is not. 

Furthermore, they quickly understand their place in the society and would act 

according to these rules. Participants also know and understand the implication of 

disclosing abuse. They in effect actively extract meaning from it (Eller, 2016). So 

even though they talk about their views and experiences to me they know it is a safe 

space and that it would neither go further than that nor will I expose them 

5.5.2  Gender and gender role 
Participants seem to acknowledge the existences of traditional rigidly fixed gender as 

they hold the view that children are taught from an early age by parents and society 

to fit into different gender roles. In the exchange below participants from school B 

discuss the roles which girls are expected to play. These roles often leave them feeling 

not loved and over worked.  

M, sch B “Girls are the ones who are expected to do house work and some other domestic 

activities so they will be the ones to go and do house girl”.  

F sch B “so what is it that makes girls experts of doing domestic work”. 

M, sch B “Well only women do kitchen things.  If my father is around and sees you in 

the kitchen he will ask you what you are doing in the kitchen, have you become a woman”.  

M, sch B   “In our society girls are the ones, who do house work, so when they get back 

from school they are expected to clean, cook and take care of the younger ones before the 
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mother comes back. My sisters are responsible for doing house work mainly, while my 

brothers and I can go to the field and play ball. Sometime even my sister will come back 

and have to go to the farm and help out my mother” 

F, sch B “That is not right you know. For me I send my time if am not in school, and 

working at home or taking care of my brothers and sister or in the farm, but you see my 

brothers practically do nothing. (Pulse) eh…for my brothers they go and play with their 

friends or hang around with their friends. I get so tired. Lack of freedom”. 

F, sch B “in my case I always have the feeling that my parent really don’t love me. My 

parents would shout at me and will even beat me for something I did but will not do the 

same to my brother even when he commits the same offence”. 

In this extract male participants seem to hold the view that only girls or women are 

expected to do domestic work. In the discussion, a male participant reiterates that 

his father questions them when he sees them in the kitchen. This shows how parents 

clearly reinforce to their children this gender role. In this case, the kitchen is seen as 

a place for women not men. One female participant in the exchange seems irritated 

by the assumption that only girls are supposed to do domestic work as she seeks to 

know what makes girls experts in domestic work. Other female participants do not 

find this amusing as one makes it clear that it is not right especially as they see this 

gender role as a burden on girls. Many female participants complain of too much 

work as many view this role discriminatory. Some were of the impression that the 

treatment given to male children is different when compared to that given to female 

children. Some participants went as far as interpreting their parent’s action toward 

them as lacking love especially as some felt that they are over worked, overburdened 

and their freedom curtailed.  

 

Participants from school A see gender and gender role as not only subjecting the 

kitchen or domestic responsibility to female but also the fact that male children are 

viewed or considered more important than female children. 

F, sch A “People believe that a girl's place should be in the kitchen. Women can control 

only in the kitchen”. 

F, sch A “that is how they end up killing girls with too much work” 
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M, sch A “I think what makes the situation of girls different is that girls are expected 

to be close while boys are supposed to be care free. If my parent sees me with a girl they will 

not beat me but if they see my sister just talking to a boy they don’t even want to know 

who the person is she will have the beating of her life”. 

 F, sch A “You have parents that think that the hair that grows on their male child does 

not equally grow on their female child. It is common here men will go and marry other 

women because the women they had did not bear boy children. Men in this our society 

consider male children more important and mothers when they have only girls they 

sometimes turn to lay their anger on these children as if they are the ones that made her 

not to have male children”. 

F, sch A “It is true that the man should be above the woman a little, but it is not normal 

for a father to say that why am I having female children and no boys”?  

In this exchange participants report that there is the belief that a girl’s place is in the 

kitchen and that is viewed as putting female children in a position where they get to 

be over worked. This division of roles, to the participants comes with different 

expectations and responsibilities. One male participant within the excerpt reported 

that there is an expectation for female children to be close. In this regards, he 

expressed that if his parents see his sister with a boy she will be reprimanded but, if 

he is seen with a girl nothing happens. Such different response or reactions on the 

same issue allows for one gender to be considered as superior over another. In this 

discussion, female participants also talk about superiority. They relate this to the 

importance parents placed on having a male child. This makes the idea of having 

only female children a curse to some parents or less superior. This male dominance 

is also reinforced by the strong quest to bear a male child. This at the same time 

reinforces female subordination. Even though female participants decry the 

subordination of the female child it could be seen through some of their views that 

subordination is engraved deep in their psyched. For instance, even as they did not 

like the fact that girls are subordinate to boys, they did not seem to even think that 

they can be completely equal to boys. It could be seen that some of the female 

participants struggle to think of themselves as completely equal to males. One of 

such views which clearly grasps this line of thought can be reflected in a view held 

by a female participant from school A who put forward that “it is true that a man 

should be above a woman a little”.  
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       Male dominance from participants’ views could also be seen in the context 

where females are expected to control male sexuality.  Many participants blame girls 

for being sexually abused. This was done by focusing on what the girls did to be 

sexually abused. It was therefore, a girl's fault if she was raped because she was not 

appropriately dressed. This line of thinking can be seen in these excerpts from school 

A and B: 

M, sch A    “I think the girls push boys in to that. The rate of sexual abuse will decrease 

in our society if girls try to be decent. You see a girl wearing a skirt far above the knees, 

or wear a dress that lives half of her breasts, outside men will be forced to have sex with 

the girl”. 

F, sch A     “Some girls dress half naked in order to seduce men. Short clothing leading 

to rape or forcing girls into sexual acts without their permission”. 

F,sch A      “For the girl in question, the girl is supposed to resist and avoid the person 

in all course because that thing is attracted by the girl, you might have done something that 

have made the person to be attracted, so u have to make sure you resist and don’t do 

anything that will attract the person”. 

M, sch A   “I wonder how the dressing of a small child attracts a man. It is left for Men 

to control their lust for women .It is the responsibility of the adult to control their lust for 

girls, so you will not be saying because this girl was half naked. That is why I was pushed 

in to rape her”. 

 M sch A “I think power is involved. They do it because they think they have the power 

to get the girl. There is this thing of I am the man I can get anything or any woman I 

want”. 

M, sch A    “there are many things girls can do to resist”. 

F,sch  A   “ This is why you have some old women and mothers who take their 

granddaughters and daughters when they see that their breasts are coming out they try to 

force it not to come out and it ends up deformed. When you see the breast after it has been 

ironed, it does not look good at all. You will see a young girl with breast that look like 
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paper. They only thing they are thinking about is that they are preventing boys from going 

out with you”. 

F,sch A  “Why it is that it is girls who have to go through all this nonsense, why can they 

not make boys do some of these things to prevent them from going out with girls or raping 

them” ? 

 Excerpt from school B 

M, sch B    “If girls were more decent…..” 

F, sch B      “Girls are supposed to resist”. 

A common theme within these excerpts is the responsibility of girls for being 

sexually abused. Participants in the excerpts above hold the view that girls are 

responsible for being abused. They hold the view that girls should be descent, girls 

should resist or dress decently so as not to attract it. That is if girls dress well and 

can resist or are descent, they would not be sexually abused.  In this way, they blame 

the girls for not dressing properly and not resisting the abuse. The power of culture, 

when it comes to real life or day to day situation, can be seen here. This is especially 

as not only male participants but also female participants seem to be blaming the 

girls for being sexually abused. This does create the notion reflected in the above 

exchange that girls need to resist.  

 

In attempting to resist sexual abuse, methods such as breast ironing are 

promoted. For example in the discussion, some female participants reported that to 

prevent men or boys from going out with girls or sexually abusing them breast 

ironing is performed on girls. A female participant in the exchange finds this 

disappointing as she wonders why boys cannot also be subjected to do things to 

prevent sexual abuse or rape. Thus in an effort to control male sexuality female 

children have to sacrifice themselves. Female children have to therefore be restrained 

physically from growing up all in an effort to ensure that they are not sexually 

appealing to men. Even though within the individual level on acts and actions viewed 

as child abuse we saw participants individually acknowledging that abuse is the use 

of force it is contradictory when they on the other hand blame girls for promoting 

sexual abuse. Going by the logic that sexual abuse is forcing a girl or a boy to do 

what they do not want, then blaming the victim does not fit into that argument.   By 

blaming the victim it releases the perpetrator from any responsibility and places the 



 

179 

burden on the victim. This undermines or makes negligible the seriousness of the 

act. This calls into question the victim’s integrity and allows for the perpetration of 

sexual abuse and at the same time strips female children of control of their bodies. 

People seem to have the power to do whatever they want to girls if they think a girl 

is not dressed properly or is not acting a certain way.  

 

In the excerpt from school A above, although the predominant view is holding 

the girl responsible (blaming the girl) few participants however, seem to hold a 

contrary view. They do not support the insinuation that girls are the cause of sexual 

abuse. Two male participants in the excerpt refuse to see how dressing for example 

would make a man to carry out rape or to sexually abuse a girl. They seem to see it 

rather as an issue of power where some men think they can do anything and get away 

with it.  They reiterate that it is a man’s responsibility to control his lust.  

 

An enabling environment that places female children responsible for male 

sexuality places female children in a position of vulnerability thus helping to 

influence child abuse. Nowhere else is this more pertinent as in the practice of early 

marriages or forced marriages. Participants’ views early or forced marriages as child 

abuse and according to some participants’ culture and poverty influence this practice. 

In the excerpt below from participants from school B participants discusses about 

this. 

F, sch B “Early marriage is something that we see often especially with the Muslims. We 

had a neighbour she was just 12 years old, she was given in marriage”.  

M, sch B “I have had some female classmates who were removed from school and sent to 

get married. Although they did not like it they had to do it because they had no other 

option”. 

M, sch B   “you can also see most of the chiefs have these very young girls who have been 

given to them as wives. Some parents are happy to give their children…..”  

M, sch B   “I understand why some parent will send their children to go and marry. They 

do not have money so they cannot take care of the girl, so they better send her to get marry, 

if not what will the girl be doing”. 
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F,sch B  “…because people are very poor here in (name of place withheld)… and the 

surrounding villages parents turn to just send children to go and get marry or send them to 

go and be house girls”.  

F, sch B “They are so many things parents can do if they don’t have money to send the 

child to school, they can send her to learn a trade, like tailoring, hair dressing, learn 

knitting. They always try to send the boys to go and learn something if they don’t have 

money, like driving, tailoring, mechanic. But they choose to send the girls to marry. I think 

it is a bad thing”.  

F, sch B “Many girls get marry here at very early ages because everybody thinks it is right. 

The worst thing is that they marry very old men. The man will bring things for the wedding 

and everybody will take and nobody is asking the girl if she wants to marry”. 

F, sch B “In our tradition people think that the most important thing for a girl is to get 

marry. I have my elder sister and she is not married she has gone to the university and is 

working with Orange, anytime she comes home people don’t praise her for trying so hard 

and getting to where she is, All my parents keep asking her is when will she marry. When 

my grandparents come around that is what they talk about, why Lydia is not married. It 

has become a problem and she no longer comes home frequently”.  

In this discussion, participants from school B report that girls in their communities 

and in their schools are sent for marriages when they are still young. This practice to 

them seems to be rampant among Muslims. Another participant in the excerpt thinks 

that this is done without the girl’s consent. Although from a general standpoint most 

participants are not in favour of such marriages, they however try to provide context 

as to why it happens. For instance some seem to be of the view that it takes place 

because of the level of poverty in the society. However, some other participants are 

not in agreement with the insinuation that poverty is to blame for this. To these 

participants they do not see how sending a child for marriage solve the issue of 

poverty. Poverty to them therefore, cannot be a good enough reason to force or 

send a child for marriage. This is because from their view even after marriage these 

girls often or always end up still poor. In the excerpt, one female participant suggests 

that when parents are poor they should send girls to learn a trade as it is often done 

with the boys rather than sending them for marriage. To some other participants, 

culture and tradition are the push behind this act. This it to them is because tradition 

and culture seem to place so much importance on marriage for girls and refuse to 
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see a girl in any other role than as a wife and/or mother. This for instance can be 

seen in one participant account in the excerpt who recounts  her elder sister 

experience just because she is not yet married even though she has gone to school 

and has a good job. The latter does not seem to matter because she is still unmarried. 

There exists at this point a minimization of female accomplishments unless order 

wise marriage is included. According to ICRW (2015) in developing countries half 

of girls from the poorest families marry as children. Although this is often seen as 

reduction in number of people or mouths to feed or take care of, or the family being 

better off after the payment of the bride price, it leads to the continuation of poverty 

or a circle of poverty. 

Even though participants understand that tradition and culture sees a female child 

only in the role of a wife and a mother, both male and female participants did not 

want this for themselves nor for their sisters as they see no benefits in such 

marriages.   

M,sch B  “In school we are taught that we should go to school so that we can make our 

lives better, but from what I can see these girls don’t have a better life. They start working 

on the farms and if you see some of them now they look so old because they already have 

children and have to take care of the entire family. It is not easy when somebody is just 12 

years”.  

M, sch B “Marrying somebody who is older than you who can be the age of your father 

cannot be very good in my opinion. Many people are dying here of HIV AIDS, if you 

sent a girl of 12 to go and get marry to an old man who has many wives or even some of 

this men have lost their wives, you don’t know what killed the women and yet you force 

the girl to marry that man, how do you think the girl is going to protect herself”.  

M, sch B   I would not want my sister to be sent for marriage at that age”. 

F, sch B “Most of our mothers work very hard. They go to the farm. Often they have to 

carry our younger brothers and sisters on their back and go to the farm. They wake up 

very early and come back late in the evening”. 

 F, sch B    “All I know is I do not want to get marry now and start having kids. If I 

do that I will end up in this village, poor with children that I cannot even take care of, 

going to the farm day in and day out. I don’t want to live like my mother, she spends all 
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her day in the farm, while most of the time my father is drinking palm wine with his 

friends, oh no”.  

In this exchange, two female participants do not want the role of being mothers or 

wife especially at this stage of their lives. They come to this conclusion based on 

observing and drawing conclusion, from some of their mothers’ experiences. What 

they see does not seem to encourage these participants to get married at their age. 

They therefore, do not wish to follow nor continue in such footsteps. This seems 

more or less an issue of learning from other people’ experience. A male participant 

in the exchange also was of the view that he will not want his sisters to get married 

at a young age or forced to get married in the name of help as expressed by many 

other participants in the study.  

     Participants also reported that these marriages have devastating consequences on 

the girl. Two of such consequence cited in the above excerpts are that, the girls never 

have a better life and also that some would even contract HIV in the process. When 

female children are forced into marriage or marry at an early age, their lives become 

that of servitude. This is because they have been denied the right to education as 

many end up having no formal education. Moreover, the power dynamics in these 

marriages are imbalance because most often these young girls marry older men. 

Girls’ capacity to negotiate self-protection in such relationship is reduced if not 

diminished since they are not in a position to voice their wishes or opinions especially 

as culture emphasizes on obedience and honour of adult. Child marriages continue 

to perpetrate gender inequality at the same time it continues to perpetrate poverty 

and abuse. Millions of female children who otherwise would have been productive 

members of the society, lack the skill and knowledge to gain employment. This has 

resulted in families remaining in poverty and female to continue to look up to their 

husbands for their wants thereby leaving them in a continuous unequal and inferior 

position vulnerable to abuse. Many male participants in the study acknowledged the 

need and right for girls to protect themselves, the need to go to school so as to have 

a better life. This is encouraging, especially as projections show that the number of 

child marriages in Africa would double by 2050 if nothing is done about it now 

(UNICEF, 2014). 
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5.6     Conclusion 

After examining the young people views on child abuse, it can be concluded that 

the multiplication of child abuse is determined and influenced at many levels. 

Across these levels of influences, unequal power relations between male children 

and female children, unequal relationship between children and parents or children 

and adults in the society, seem to put children at risk of abuse. Finkelhor, & 

Dziuba-Leatherman (1994) argues that by virtue of being children, children are at 

risk of abuse since they have to depend on adults or parents to provide for them. 

They are also more physically vulnerable compared to adults. The lack of power 

places children at an inferior position with parents and other adults or elders in the 

community or society. Power which adults possess, derived from culture and social 

setting, continues to put adults in a position of power. As a result of this 

powerlessness, children and young people are expected to be submissive to the 

power of the adult. According to Regoli & Hawitt (2003), all children are 

oppressed since they lack power and status. Thus, even as some young people 

know what abuse is, they continue to experience abuse because of the position they 

occupy in the family and in the society in general. In addition, a lack of a formal 

structure to ensure control and protection of children continues to place children 

at risk in this setting.All these different levels of influences help to promote child 

abuse.  

   Accessing all what was evident through the findings I would dare to advance as a 

remake after viewing these multiple level influences there seem to a struggle 

between two system (the collective and the individual). These two competing 

systems drawing from the analysis can have it advantages it can however be safe to 

say they each can either promote or impede child abused in this context. For 

instance, even though I can advance that the system in which the study took place 

is much more collective in nature there are some aspects within these collective 

system that help to foster child abuse whether knowingly or unknowingly. For 

example, as per what was evident from the study they seem to be the privatization 

of the family over the individual. It does allow for the collective to be more 

important than the individual in this case the child. As a result cases of child abuse 

within the family or extended family is kept within the family. Furthermore, that 

dependence on the support of the extended family member which is born from the 

collective nature of the society is just another added vice that not only creates an 

environment that makes abuse of child easy but also cement silence. This is 

especially because the poverty situation has created an environment where people 
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are just struggling to survive so it can be easy for members to silent for the sake of 

the collective.Also the glue which keeps the collective system which as seen trust 

makes difficult imaging that a member of a collective as a threat to children.As 

consequence that unintented culture of silence is cultivated. The struggle between 

the collective and the individual is projected in the decrease in traditional support 

provided by the extended family.This as is evident in the study is in self-care of 

children or sending children to live with people they do not know (people they 

have no relations with) or even the treatment some children receive from extended 

family members or even teenage single mothers having to relay on themselves. So 

even as there is this movement from the collective to the indivdualitic there are no 

structures which would allow for the children to survive in this individualistic 

space. Thus, in what I can describe as “pseudo individualistic” system there is no 

backing of formal structures which can occupy the space left vacant by the 

watering of the collective. 
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6 TEACHERS’ VIEWS OF CHILD ABUSE 

6.1  Introduction 

This empirical chapter presents findings and analysis of teachers views on child 

abuse. Analysis of the themes are presented within the different levels, family level, 

social levels and cultural levels, identified in the study. In section 6.2, the family level, 

parent child relationship is discussed.  Findings and analysis presented in the social 

level are presented in section 6.3. In section 6.4 findings and analysis within the 

cultural level are presented.  The themes within each level are supported by individual 

excerpts or quotes from interviews. 

6.2  Family level 

6.2.1  Parent child relationship 

Teachers recognised the family as the most important unit in their students''s life. 

Family relationship to them is therefore regarded as crucial. However, all of the 

teachers seem to think that some of their students find it difficult to relate to their 

parents. This difficulty from their view seems to put children in the path of conflict 

with parents. Teachers reported that these difficulties in relating with parents is 

mostly because there is lack of communication between children and parents. This 

difficulty in communication according to some of the teachers is fostered by the gap 

that exists between parents and children as many of the parents are still very 

traditional so they find it difficult to communicat with children. 

V.P 2 “some parents are still very traditional, and therefore a child can’t stand to talk 

with them”. 

Traditional nature of parents and the society therefore, encourages segregation or 

creates this gap which, more or less make it difficult for children to communicate 
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with parents. In such a hierarchical society, each member of the family knows his or 

her place. In this nomenclature, children are often seen to occupy the rungs of the 

society where they are socialized to respect parents wholly. This is seen in the 

accession made by one of the teachers that children are expected to be there, they 

are not expected to be heard. The documentation of socialization patterns and family 

life for example among the Nso ethnic group reflect family relationships that are 

hierarchically organized between family members and also in the broader social 

context (Nsamenang & Lamb, 1994; Heidi Keller et al, 2005). 

C: “in our African context we see a child as an object. People who need to be there and 

not to be heard”. 

Although some of the teachers reported that they have a problem of lack of 

communication between parents and children it was however insinuated that this 

issue of communication becomes more prominent when children reach adolescents. 

Children can become very appositional when they become adolescence. This may be 

presumable because adolescence may seek more autonomy which often is not 

something many parents in this setting are willing to give. 

C: “we have a problem of lack of communication between the parents and children, where 

the mother and father do not communicate well particularly when the child gets to 

adolescence”. 

A number of studies have even confirmed that health and better adjustment in 

children is made when parents at least are willing to shift some control to the child 

(adolescents) (Sharfer & kipp, 2002).If parents recognize and acknowledge that 

adolescents hunger for autonomy it can create a better parent child interaction.     

      One teacher in school B reported that because of lack of communication 

between parents and children most students when they are abused even in school 

fail to inform parents. Some also reported that many students who happen to 

disclose abuse or even other issues to the school do not always want the information 

to be passed to their parents/care givers. This kind of communication dynamic 

prevents children from opening up for example the refusal of letting teachers call 

parents. One teacher views this as students trying to limit communication between 

themselves and parents. This from her view ends in parents having limited 

information about what is happening in their child’s life as described in the extract 

below. 
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VP 2:  If you are a child what will you do, most of the cases we have here children do not 

want you to call their parents even when they are not at fault. They try to limit 

communication tell me what good will come of that. As a parent you do not know what is 

happening in their life. 

Teachers also reported that parents's attitude and behavior play a role in this difficult 

communication between parents and children. They felt that many of the parents in 

the society are very controlling and difficult. This, to them, affects the relationship 

between parents and children. 

VP 1: “There was this child here in school who had poor results, the father became so 

aggressive. The father hit the child and the child ran away from home and slept out for two 

days. The mother came to school and started crying. So we had to call the father. The child 

was so scared of the father, he was even afraid the father was going to exchange blows with 

him”.  

Such aggressive behaviour projected towards children inhibit communication 

moreover, it also places the child in danger. Such unresponsive parenting opens a 

child up for abuse.  For example, in the extract above it is cited that they may run 

away from home and be exposed to abuse outside the home. Parents’ behaviour in 

this case is abusive.  Drawing from the extract parents’ aggression can exist on a 

continuum with physical abuse. This aggressive nature of the father leads to beating 

of the child and the child on his part is so scared of the father. To some of the 

teachers these aggressive and controlling behavior of some parents have led to some 

of their students developing some mechanisms to try to prevent or mitigate the 

problem (their parents’ reactions). Some of such mechanisms (or methods 

developed) use by some of the students to prevent any confrontation with parents 

as reported by some of the teachers was fabrication of marks on report cards. Some 

simply just decide not to confine in parents when they have problems. Students 

therefore, do anything to prevent and avoid conflict between themselves and their 

parents.  

C: “We also have cases where children go to the extent of fabricating their reports card. If 

you are looking from outside you will think that the child is a criminal but it’s because the 

father does not come closer to them. So in order to avoid the situation that child cannot 

present his or her lapses to the parents. When you make a child to be afraid, children turn 

to put up certain mechanisms to fight that. So they use approaches to protect themselves”.  
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This type of aggressive behaviour also has further ramification as it prevents children 

opening up. Some of the teachers reported that when parents are responsive, 

children will open up to them.  Even though teachers agreed that communication 

between parents and children is lacking, they were of the view that communication 

between mother and children was much easier.  

VP2: “…. if you are a brutal parent, the child will have a problem and will not talk to 

you. But if you are a parent that shows that love for a child, you give an opportunity for 

the child to always come to you if he has a problem”. 

C: “we see that at home communication with mothers is much easier, but students do find 

it challenging communicating with their fathers”. 

This ease of communication between mother and their children can be as a result of 

how mothers socialize with their children. Most mothers in Cameroon are the 

primary care givers and this role makes them the primary source of safety and 

comfort thus, ease in communication between mothers and children. For example, 

according to Keller et al. (2005, p. 174) the “Nso women appreciate women talking 

to their babies”. This creates closeness and easier communication since it started 

from birth. This ease in communication is as a result of the constant interaction 

mothers have with their children. Being supportive makes children comfortable, but 

when children do not feel such sensitivity from parents they find it difficult to 

communicate. Teachers were therefore of the view that communication between 

parents and children could be a deterrent to child abuse as children could inform 

parents about their experience. 

     Teachers also reported that parents failing in their responsibility affect the parent 

child relationship. Some of such responsibilities include parents failing to provide 

their children’s needs, not providing adequate care like not keeping their children 

clean as they send them to school unkempt. To teachers in school B, this makes it 

difficult for children to fit in especially as sometimes they are made fun of others in 

school. 

P: "Cleanliness of the children is not ensured. Who are they expecting to do this in their 

place? This creates a situation where some children feel like neglected………..” 
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VP: “We have seen parents just abandon their responsibilities and we observe students in 

this school trying to take care of themselves”. 

             C: “parent’s wants to throw their responsibility to the society or to school”. 

P: “we have children here whose parents don’t pay their fees, it's affecting children very 

negatively”.  

Teachers expressed the view that it is the parents’ obligations to be responsible 

toward their children. Therefore to some of the teachers, some parents are failing in 

their responsibilities toward children as they are not meeting up with their 

obligations. Teachers as such advanced that parents were leaving their responsibility 

for others. They cited that parents were leaving their responsibilities to the society, 

to the child or even to the school. Teachers’ emphasis that the responsibility of 

children solely is on the parents. This is clearly a deviation from a cultural standpoint 

where child-bearing is seen as a collective responsibility. Nsamenang for example 

advances that “kinsmen are subject to pressures and sanctions if they depart too 

widely from the expected role as surrogate or foster care providers” (Nsamenang, 

1992 in Hewlett, p. 323).  

     To these teachers, when parents fail in their responsibilities it affects children. 

For example not paying children school fees or providing them with school books 

affects their performance in school. Children from these teachers’ views are left 

feeling neglected and many have to self-self-care. According to one of the teachers, 

children are left expose and vulnerable to abuse in the process of taking care of 

themselves (self-care). One teacher from school B even advanced that many female 

students resort to accepting “gifts” from men because they need to provide for 

themselves. 

     Teachers also felt that parents have adopted a laisse-faire attitude when it came 

to their children’s protection. This concern was mostly directed to abuses taking 

place in school without parents bordering to react. One of the teachers worried that 

when children are excessively punished in school parents often fail to come to school 

to enquire what happened. He viewed it as parents being dissociated from children 

as such this makes it easier for some teachers to get away with some of these acts as 

nobody is questioning them. 
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DM :“…. you know if it was happening in some of these private school students will 

inform the parents and you will see the parents in school the next day. But in government 

school like ours, parents seem not to worry about what is happening, so teachers get away 

with lots of things. From what I can tell parents here seem to be so dissociated from the 

children……” 

Although teachers see parental irresponsibility as a parent’s fault, they acknowledge 

that factors such as large family sizes and poverty situation of parents hinders parents 

from effectively taking their parental responsibilities and obligations.  

VP2:  “women at home and even here in town still give birth to six, seven children, even 

in town. I know people with seven or eight children in this school. It is not like it’s an 

exception but it is the normal……” 

However, some teachers were very disappointed with parents for giving birth to so 

many children. Some even consider the act of having many children with the 

knowledge that one cannot take care of them effectively, as child abuse. This is 

because they regard the duty of limiting family size as a parental responsibility. 

Limiting the number of children to these teachers reduces the number of children 

one has to provide or care for and as a consequence limits the vulnerability of 

children to abuse. 

P: “You know giving birth to children and hoping that they will turn out well is very 

irresponsible I would even say that act is an abuse in itself to those children”.  

VP: “parents have to learn to take their own responsibility and limit their families, with 

this the rate of child abuse can reduce”. 

   These large family sizes and poverty have socio-economic implications for the 

children. Some of the implication as reported by some teachers lead to children being 

sent to work, children sent to work as maid, children being forced into situations 

they otherwise would not have gotten into. 

VP2:  “…….. To be able to take care of them you send them out to do some work to be 

able to eat.  With our poverty situations, most parents are not able to meet with their 

children’s needs and they are forced to do things which are not correct. Now children are 

opening up to do things” 
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VP “…..parents here have many children than they can take care of, this has led to some 

of the reasons of people sending their children to go and work in towns as maid to earn 

money to help themselves and even send some money back home because they don’t have 

the means to take care of their children after class seven”. 

Since children find themselves in such situations, the obligation of care which is 

supposed to be shouldered by parents is then carried on by children. There is then 

need for children to work or get involved in child labour to be able to survive. 

Teachers reported that in the process of children going to be domestic servants, 

many of the children are exposed to abuse. Some of the abuse that these children 

face or experience in such places as reported are sexual abuse, physical abuse, no 

studies, excessive labour and discrimination. These children are not treated the same 

as other children in the house. Teachers from school B were concerned with the fact 

that many children in their environment have been sent out to go to other regions 

and be house helps. On the other hand, those of school A were concerned with the 

sheer number of children in their school who are living under such condition i.e. are 

maids, living with non-family members and are experiencing abuse. 

V.P: “….terrible things have been happening with these children, they not being paid, 

being sexually and physically abuse”. 

VP1: “They are many children in this school who are house helps, but they find it difficult 

to study because they are not given that time. They work all the time. So in the end they 

will not even gain from the school they are sent to, because they cannot keep up. These are 

just children. They are not machine that you will expect them to do all the work and at 

the same time still do well in school”. 

C: “We have cases here where the children are not living with their biological parents and 

the guidance take them from villages bring them here under the pretext that they are going 

to give the child an education and the child has the responsibility to perform house hold 

chores”. 

Teachers worry about the expectation levied on some of these children. To some of 

these teachers these expectations, obligations and responsibilities seem to 

overwhelm such students. These teachers reported that these students never seem 

to have time for other activities such as play or even do school work. Some teachers 

indicated that they often receive a barrage of complaints from some of their students 
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as they complain about a number of things. For example not being fed, being 

chained, sleeping on the floors, and being beaten.  Despite these complaints teachers 

reported that when some of these students’ guardian or caregiver are summoned to 

school they would complain that the child is bad. Although teachers say that they 

often will advise that these children be sent back to their biological parent their 

advice is never adhered to.  Teachers however, reported that unfortunately these 

children will be dismissed from school because of poor performance. 

VP2: “children who don’t live with their biological parents have a catalogue of complaints. 

You hear all types of things .They will say no no the child is so bad, I am just managing, 

but on the other hand the child is telling the administration, I am not given food, I am 

torture, they sleep on wet floors, sometimes they are chained…….You still see the children 

in school, but the unfortunate thing is that they may be dismissed from school because of 

poor result”. 

Teachers also see that female children seem to be at a receiving end of this. They 

reported that in most cases female children are the ones sent to be house girls or 

even send for marriages at a young age. One of the teachers in school B however 

advances that more girls are often enrolled in his school than boys, but as they move 

to higher classes, girls’ dropout. This drop out of female students from school seems 

frustrating to him as he reports that it prevents these children from attaining their 

full potential. 

VP: “From our register, throughout the years I would say that in this place parents don’t 

like sending their male children to school. They send them to learn a trade. It is not just a 

percentage of 52 - 48.In fact if you look at this division and the surrounding villages you 

will see that in general parents here don’t send their children to school. But when they come, 

the dropout rate of female surpasses that of the male in spite of the fact that more female 

students were admitted. Children who we would have mold to become reproductive in the 

society, we are not happy with this at all”. 

VP2: “……poverty is one of the problems responsible for some kind of abuse that our 

young girls face. A 13 year old girl going for marriage does not even know what marriage 

entails”. 

Teachers however also reported that some children often helped parents willingly 

and are not forced to do so. According to one of the teachers children out of love 

want to support their parents as they know and understand the situation in which 
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they are in. Other teachers were of the view children sometimes take the decision to 

work by themselves and this is most often because they want to be able to get certain 

things for themselves. Teachers however did not expect children not to work given 

the situation, poverty and the large family sizes. Responsibility in this case becomes 

shared rather than a parental thing as a means to survive. However, teachers expect 

that if children do work, then they should reap the benefit of their work. So work 

should equate benefit such as have a clean uniform, food for example. What seem 

to be of concern to some of the teachers is the fact that children seem not to benefit 

from these activities. 

C: “sometimes the child is working out of love to support the parents, and you cannot come 

and fold your hands and watch your mother. You cannot cry foul. Given the situation of 

the economy. Sometimes it is not even abuse. Sometimes children go for it themselves because 

they need one or two things”. 

VP1: “……. the important thing is let the child work and let them benefit from the 

work. If a child works, he/she should benefit from what they do. It is difficult for us to 

say the child should not work. Given our societal context. If the mother has to send the 

child to sell oranges, then that child should in return have a clean uniform, food to eat etc. 

If all that is provided, I will not talk of child labour. If the money is not used for the 

child’s benefit, but you see children not benefiting from the labour then it is exploitation. 

If you look at the condition of our country, parent are obliged to do”.  

There seem to be therefore, an agreement and acknowledgement that poverty plays 

a role in parental responsibility and would affect the level of care given to children. 

In this regard children have to work to help the family out. What seem however of 

worry to some of the teachers is the attitude some parents have when it comes to 

children. They found it problematic the objectification of children by some parents. 

Treating children like some form of currency results in them being used as their 

bargaining chip. 

VP1: “The child is like currency to them. I have a problem, let me give this one out and 

have something to take care of myself. Parents go to the extent of settling their debts with 

their children. If I can’t pay you take this one as your wife”. 
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VP2: “You just need to tell somebody you know in the village that you are looking for a 

child and they will do anything to get you one. Parents just know that my son or daughter 

is in Douala or Yaoundé but they don’t know whom they leave with”. 

      Some reported that parents don’t take the time to get to know the people their 

children are going to leave with. They advance that some parents send their children 

off too easily.  The central issue to them is the little or lack of information many of 

the parents have about some of the people their children go to live with. In some of 

their account, they advanced that transaction can often be done through an 

intermediary as such the parent does not even know the person whom the child will 

be staying with. As a result, parents do not have the possibility to know the true 

nature of the people their children are living with. Parent choose to take this risk 

which can sometimes be disastrous to the child. 

6.3  Social level 

6.3.1 Recipient reaction 
At the social level teachers reported that structures where victims and their families 

could access help were very limited if not lacking. These include formal and informal 

structures. The lack of these structures leads to difficulty in accessing psychological 

or emotional help. Three of the teachers in school A acknowledge that when children 

disclose abuse nothing is often done about it even as they recognize children’s 

attitude change when they experience child abuse. To them, some of these children 

who experience abuse face depression and so need help so as to get out of the 

situation. They reveal that because of lack of these structures many victims and their 

families do not see the need of exposing their children when they would not be able 

to access or even get the help needed. Thus, the inference that after disclosure 

nothing really is often done. The lack of these structures according to some of the 

teachers fosters unwillingness of children and their family to disclose abuse. As a 

consequence child abuse continues to take place in private spaces away from the 

preying eyes of the public. This as such prevent child abuse from being seen as an 

endemic issue.   

 

VP1: “………People don’t find it necessary to even report, you go and expose your child 

or the child tells everything that this and this happened and at the end nothing is done. 
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When a child is raped it changes them and some of them are depressed and they need people 

to work with them through it and out of that. They need people to guide them through that 

horrible period. It simply does not happen. They are left to their own devices to manage it 

out”. 

This difficulty in accessing help leaves the victims to manage on their own. This 

difficulty in accessing help can also be seen to have an influence on teachers’ reaction 

to child abuse. Even though teachers indicated that many of their students do not 

often report abuse formally, they however reported that they often hear about it 

informally. One teacher reported that they would hear about it through word of 

mouth (gossip) going around in the school or even through other teachers. In 

addition, some students sometimes will mention it to them very passively thus 

informally. However, the teacher acknowledges that because they do not get to know 

about some of these abuses formally or officially there is nothing that can be done 

about it. 

C: “…in school you get cases which are not reported, you may hear from a teacher or even 

gossips in school. I have this case which did not come to me formally, for example one child 

had a problem with the parent and was thrown out of the house and when the child stepped 

outside the child was raped. I have not had time to talk to the child some will just tell you 

by passing and you don’t want to make them feel bad.  

Teachers reported that when students come to them reporting that they have 

been abuses, they do so with difficulty. They, teachers also reported that they find it 

difficult doing anything about it. They often fail to offer the students real help as 

they further reveal that they as recipients of disclosure find it difficult even to follow-

up on those cases. They consider themselves powerless and as such blame their 

inability to follow up or do anything about it on to the lack of resources. 

 

VP1: “……it is very difficult to do any follow-up, the school does not have such 

resources”.  

VP2“…. you who is solving it knows that apart from talking there is nothing much you 

can do. Even when the said parents is call to school then what!” 

This difficulty to access help and lack of resources to follow up cases of abuse in 

general feeds on the reluctance teachers themselves have when it came to dealing 
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with such issue. Teachers prefer not to start what they can’t finish as they know there 

is nothing much they can do about it. Schools according to two of the teachers in 

school B are not equipped to handle abuse cases and there are no specialists in 

dealing with such issues in schools. Although they sympathize with children who go 

through this, they fail to see how much help they can give. There seem to be the 

common feeling or assumption, by some of the teachers that nothing can be done 

about it abuse.  

C: This is something you cannot stop. Society is what it is, they just do it”.  

Some teachers are concerned with how children hide their feelings for fear of how 

people will react when they disclose abuse. This to teachers often prevents children 

from reporting abuse as they are not certain about the reaction they would get or 

receive after this disclosure. This to some of the teachers is because children do not 

know if it would be supportive or blame or disbelieve. One teacher however 

insinuated that for the most part African children have not reached that level where 

they know that if they go to report abuse they will be safe and it will not have any 

implication or consequences on them. 

VP1: “we have not yet reached that level where a child knows that if I go to such and such 

a place and confined this information I will be safe, two I will not be implicated and three 

it will not play back on me”. 

For the most part teachers acknowledge that they have difficulty solving abuse issues 

because of lack of resources or because they know that accessing help for their 

students is difficult. However, through some of their view it could be seen that some 

seem to be complicit when they notice or see a student being abused in school. This 

for instance can be observed when some teachers reported observing abuse going 

on in school but never intervene or reacted to it especially when it involves a teacher 

and student. An example of a case of a particular teacher who sends out a student 

from his classes quite often was cited.  In spite of this observation, they failed to take 

any necessary step to ensure that this does not continue. Also another teacher 

reported that some of the students would report abuse when it concerns a teacher, 

he advanced that normally teachers would settle this among them. This failure to act 

makes teachers complicit as these kind of reactions help to silence the victim. It also 

does not provide for real life consequences for the said teachers. This creates a 

thriving environment for child abuse as abusers know nothing can be done to them 

and as such they may continue to abuse many more students. Failing to act or react 
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because it concerns another teacher clearly shows the power dynamics that exist 

between children and adults in the society. This power dynamic has continually put 

children in a subordinate position especially in this case where their wellbeing is not 

put first but that of the teacher. 

VP1: “when you notice a student outside every day and you ask the student, you this 

student, I see you outside of class on a daily basis, what is the problem or what is wrong 

with you. That is when you will start to hear that this and this teacher keeps sending me 

out of class, some will say the teacher asked me to go out with him. It is really difficult 

when you see a child in that situation. Also it places you the teacher in a tough situation 

because how will you turn against a fellow colleague. It is not an easy situation we face 

here at all”. 

DM: “Some of them report when it concerns a teacher but because they take that as a 

challenge, normally we settle that among us teachers. We don’t expose to students again”.  

From some of the teachers’ views therefore, it could be seen that children actually 

have a genuine reason to fear reporting abuse as some teachers reported that most 

often when students report they can end up being punished. This usually occurs 

when it comes to the case of reporting one teacher to another. This continues to 

show the position children occupy in relation to adults who are those in authority. 

 

DM:  “students are afraid to report because most of the time if they report they are 

punished the more. Because when you are reporting you are reporting a teacher to a teacher 

and how can you be reporting a teacher to another teacher, so they are mostly afraid”.  

Observing abuse and not doing anything about it therefore, gives room for the 

perpetrator to continue in his/her action. This leaves many other children who 

would otherwise not have fallen victims to become victims. Knowing about abuse 

and not responding or taking action because it involves another fellow teacher 

influences child abuse. Knowing and failing to take action fuel silence and allows 

child abuse to continue without any hindrance. Silence is a societal issue and not just 

a victim and parent’s issue as insinuated by some teachers at the cultural level. 
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6.4  Cultural level 

6.4.1 Approach to corporal punishment 
The approach to corporal punishment can influence child abuse as it may either 

impede or promote child abuse.  Through teachers views tradition seems to be a 

push to corporal punishment.  They view tradition as a driving force behind how 

people do things as all of the teachers report that corporal punishment seems to be 

influenced by tradition.  According to these teachers tradition still has a great impact 

when it comes to discipline. They reported that as long as people are convinced that 

it is their tradition, they will continue to practice it. 

VP1: “so long as people are convinced that it is part of their tradition they will do it”. 

Although all the teachers''s interview had this view, teachers in school B however, 

were categorical that corporal punishment is not child abuse. They view it as insulting 

when people associate corporal punishment to child abuse. They find it an acceptable 

method of discipline in their society as it molds a child’s character. So in spite of 

corporal punishment being prohibited in school, the head teacher in school B makes 

it clear that he still allows it to be practiced in his school as he unapologetically insists 

that his teachers are allowed to beat. 

 

P: “….here we are allowed to wipe students. Eh no we are not abusing them, we are 

correcting them. When you do that children change, I am telling you”. 

There is an emphasis by teachers from school B that corporal punishment is not 

child abuse as it is just a method of correction which leads to a change of behavior. 

Tradition plays a very important role in people’ perception and attitudes and because 

corporal punishment has been going on for generations, people are convinced it is 

part of their tradition and their way of life. This has led to the normalization of 

corporal punishment. As a result people do not see anything wrong with it especially 

as they seem to think it works or yields results as the teachers in school B do. 

Teachers from school B insist that corporal punishment can only be viewed as child 

abuse when it is excessive, unfair and discriminatory as in the extracts below: 
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VP: “…. From the way child abuse is considered from an international level then I can 

say even things we don’t consider as abuse is abuse. For example corporal punishment, we 

consider it an abuse only when it is excessive.” 

DM: “…. the problem is at time the flogging does not correspond to the crime or when it 

is more than the crime committed.” 

P: “In school when you punish a child even by beating it is correcting that child. The only 

problem is they should be no discrimination in administering punishment. For example 

two students that commit the same crime and you beat one and leave the other” 

Excessive punishment to them meant going beyond the normal or what is 

considered as reasonable punishment or disproportional punishment, unfair or 

discriminatory punishment which, to them, is prejudicial treatment based on sex, 

class or individuals. However, viewing corporal punishment only as abuse when in 

the above situation gives room for augments such as, at what point would 

punishment be considered excessive, or how much is too much. Also the insinuation 

that punishment should be void of discrimination, when the mere fact that categories 

such as sex, gender, age exist can be wishful thinking. This is because equality cannot 

be achieved even when it comes to administering punishment between different 

gender and even age for the same offence. For example how fair would punishment 

be when one has to punish children of different age groups by giving them the same 

number of lashes? One of the teachers however, throws a word of caution like beat 

with care. 

P: “Beat with care, don’t beat as if you want to kill the child”. 

All three teachers from school B believe strongly that without the use of corporal 

punishment, discipline cannot be attained or achieved. To them, corporal 

punishment has a positive impact as it enables change in behavior thus, corporal 

punishment is a useful tool for discipline. There seem to be a worry among these 

teachers from school B that without corporal punishment discipline cannot be 

attained as it is the only means to get students to “toe the line”. 

VP: “if we don’t do what we do how you expect the student to learn”.  
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D M: “For some teachers and school administration there is no other way out, how would 

they discipline students when they misbehave? That is the only way they can get students 

to toe the line”.  

P: “if we don’t beat it will not work, if we don’t beat the school will go down. These 

children are very heady and do not do as they are told and if we want them to toe the line 

then we have to beat”. 

Corporal punishment seems to be presented as the only known and effective 

method. Taking it out to them would mean indiscipline, students not learning or 

doing as they are asked and consequently the school descending in to chaos. Thus, 

the views that without corporal punishment children will be unable to learn. It can 

be seen that children seem not to be given the opportunity to change behavior 

through other means such as through reasoning or dialogue. One teacher in school 

A lamented on this issue as she reported that people do not seem to recognize that 

dialogue with children can be effective.  

 

V.P 1: “This is why along the line we get it all wrong. We don’t believe that dialogue can 

work with our children, so we turn to torture them in order to correct”. 

Two teachers in school A viewed the continuous practice of corporal punishment as 

a result of lack of knowledge about the phychological impact it can have on children. 

They equated the persistent practice of corporal punishment in spite of the law to 

the lack of awareness of the psychological impact that acts like corporal punishment 

can have. For example one of the teachers insisted that society does not know that 

corporal punishment can affect children psychologically or adversely. It was 

therefore reported that generally as a society much care is not often paid to the 

psychological impact especially as people do not spend time thinking about the 

psychological ramifications of their actions on others. These teachers therefore 

reported that as a consequence many children in the society under go or experience 

psychological trauma to the point that they themselves normalize . It therefore 

becomes part of their lives. In spite of this, there is no awareness as people know no 

difference even those who go through this. 

C: “Children in this society undergo lots of psychological trauma to the extent that they 

turn to think it is normal and ok and it becomes part of their lives. We don’t think or 
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care of psychological aspects of anything in our society”. “Who cares to find out what was 

the motivation behind what a child did. Nobody cares”.   

In the excerpt above the teacher reiterates that people do not care to find out the 

motive of a child’s behavior. As a result, greater attention is paid to a child’s outward 

behavior or action and less on the whys or the reasons for such behavior or actions 

in the first place. Furthermore, there is no attention paid to the negative impact that 

acts such as corporal punishment has on a child. In the same light, another teacher 

reiterates that the mind is often not thought of as she cites an example of early 

marriages. 

VPI “As a society we don’t seem to think of the mind. What will be the impact of things 

on a person? Take for example sending children into marriages, how will the day to day 

stress of marriage affect a child psychologically?” 

As per the views, focus seems to be on changing outward behavior and as such 

not much thought is given to the method or process of effecting this change and its 

psychological effect. No thought is paid to the consequence of corporal punishment. 

As such the teachers in school A acknowledge that the only thing that seems to 

matter is if it results in a change of behavior. Change of behavior seems to be the 

end game and nothing else seem to matter much. 

C: “What happens is when a discipline master thinks a child is misbehaving, he just takes 

a cane, saying he wants to change the behavior of a child. When we tell them to send the 

cases to us, we see them trying to handle the situation on their own”. 

Corporal punishment is seen as a quick fix, as one of the teachers in school A 

acknowledges that there is often more to children’s misbehavior, and focusing only 

on the outward behavior does not solve the problem. This teacher who is a 

counsellor considers that, as a counsellor, they are better trained to handle or address 

such issues than a normal teachers. However, he reported that teachers would rather 

opt for corporal punishment since it has been hailed to change behavior and will 

prefer to deal with such situations by themselves and not solicit the help of school 

counsellors. This unawareness of the psychological impact of any abuse (corporal 

punishment, sexual abuse, rape, early marriages), has made members of the society 

including teachers themselves oblivious to the impact these acts can and will have 

on a child. Teachers from school B never consider nor talked about the psychological 

impact corporal punishment may have on their student nor the psychological reason 
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for some of their students’ behaviour. They seem to think more of the positive 

influence of corporal punishment has. 

 

The societal attitude towards corporal punishment and the belief that only 

corporal punishment is effective allows for its continual normalization in society. It 

allows for corporal punishment to be considered as abuse only under certain context 

such as when it’s excessive. We see that this normalization is not only held by some 

teachers but by young people too as discussed in the previous chapter. Greater 

attention is paid to the fact that it is considered to be a deterrent and reformative 

thus culturally acceptable. The fact that corporal punishment is not viewed as abuse 

by many but rather as an effective disciplinary method, prevents people from 

thinking about any negative impact it may have on children.  

 

Although teachers viewed corporal punishment as greatly influenced by tradition, 

all the teachers interviewed however acknowledge that, as a practice there seem to 

be a little deviation from the traditional approach. According to the teachers the 

prohibition of corporal punishment by law and the beginning of children awareness 

about their rights has resulted in some shift. In this regard, all the teachers were 

aware of the law prohibiting corporal punishment in schools. This law provides for 

a new way of doing things which mean not administering corporal punishment in 

school. This means a deviation from the traditional approach which encourages the 

use of corporal punishment.  Teachers reported that teachers are cognizant of the 

law by means of information made through text (i.e. the text promulgating into law 

prohibiting corporal punishment from schools), through sensitization during staff 

meetings. Young teachers coming from the teacher’s training schools (ENS) were 

made aware through teachers’ ethical code as reflected in some of these views: 

DM: “…. the text stipulates that we should not flog children, but we do that”.  

VP: “teachers are cushions of children’s right and abuse, but whether they keep it in 

practice is the question”.  

C: “there are laws on corporal punishment which all teachers are supposed to know, but 

still we always talk about that in our staff meetings. We sensitize young teachers, those 

just getting out of school. We meet with the school administrators, we make sure we stress 

on this point but generally corporal punishment is prohibited, we try not to give punishment 

these days”. 
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VP2: “The law states that a child should not be beaten, but that happens in our schools 

and it is abuse”.  

By establishing this law on corporal punishment, the country as a whole is accepting 

to abide to this law, as such it has to domesticate these conventions. Article 35 of 

the Law of the Cameroon National Educational Guidelines No. 98/004 1998 

guarantees the physical and moral integrity of students in the educational system by 

prohibiting corporal punishment, and any other form of violence in school. The 

mere fact that this law is in existence even if some teachers do not abide to it, still 

creates a discussion around the issue of corporal punishment. Moreover the law at 

least act as a deterrent to some teachers from practicing corporal punishment who 

otherwise would have. For example in school A the three teachers interviewed 

acknowledged that they do not administer corporal punishment.  

     The practice of corporal punishment in schools in this case cannot be viewed as 

a case of ignorance or lack of information or unawareness of the law. The practice 

of corporal punishment is therefore, in contradiction to the law. Although teachers 

spoke clearly of the awareness and knowledge of the law prohibiting corporal 

punishment, they still however, acknowledge the continual practice of corporal 

punishment in school in spite of the law. What seem to be reflected also through 

their views is that this law is not yet viewed as intrinsic knowledge. Thus the struggle 

teachers have in putting the law into practice. Teachers acknowledge the struggle 

schools have when it comes to implementing this law as they recognise that there 

seem to be no well-established national framework or provision to put this law into 

practice. They also reiterate that there were no other disciplinary options or 

alternatives to corporal punishment. This lack of alternative disciplinary method 

allows for the continuation of corporal punishment as teachers often have to fall 

back or resort to corporal punishment. 

DM: “we know but what other options do we have, for some teachers and school 

administration there is no other way out”. 

The difficulty faced by schools in establishing an effective alternative non-violent 

and non-abusive disciplinary methods sometimes leads to the use of very un-

orthodox means of disciplinary method. Point in case the institution of monetary 

payment in school A to avoid corporal punishment as reported by one teacher. 
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C: “if you jump over the fence you need to bring 2 bags of cements or blocks or bring 

10000 cfa (about 15 euro). The administration has decided on this instead of sending 

them out or beating”.  

Me: “Bring two bags of cement with such poverty levels! How effective do you believe this 

is in itself?” 

C: “Punishment has been quantified in to money. After analyzing, we are doing this as a 

preventive approach to deter other students from doing this because they have abused other 

methods”. 

The introduction of monetary payment as a means of discipline defeats the purpose 

of correction or discipline. This is deemed to be just a preventive approach. It may 

be effective in deterring students from jumping over the fence however, one may 

wonder whether children are actually being disciplined for their actions or parents 

being punished for the actions or behaviour of their children. This is especially as 

parents are the ones who have to come up with the money. During the data 

collection period, I happen to witness this while sitting in one of the vice principal’s 

office. A teacher came in asking another teacher to lend her some money because 

the child who is a student in the school jumped over the fence and has to bring 

money for that. She was clearly worried that if she did not pay, the said child will 

continue missing classes. Obviously she was also worried that she would not be able 

to manage financially before the month runs out. These are the kinds of ramification 

such a disciplinary method can have. It can result in families not putting food on the 

table for the entire family for some days.  On the other hand some parents may never 

be able to afford such sums and students would have to eventually be sent out of 

class until the said sum is paid. This therefore, has not taken into account the 

environmental context. Being a less develop country as Cameroon, 10000 cfa is a 

huge sum for struggling families living on less than a dollar a day. Thus, punishing 

children by asking them to bring money as punishment cannot just be detrimental 

to the child but to his or her whole family. They will have to sacrifice daily and basic 

necessity for the entire family to come up with such an amount. This challenge 

teachers and schools face in trying to come up with effective disciplinary alternative 

method can result in them falling back on corporal punishment much easily. 

       Teachers especially those from school A reported that children (their students) 

were beginning to be very aware of their rights. The globalizing influence of the 
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world’s dominant socialization has emerged with the elitist child right and it seems 

Cameroonian children were not being left out as some of them now realise that they 

too have rights. They now find themselves in macrosystem whose world view is that 

which guarantees their rights. For example, the law is telling teachers not to practice 

corporal punishment in school. Because children are beginning to be aware of their 

rights teachers in school A reported that some students in their schools are beginning 

to retaliate when hit or beaten. This from their view calls for the reduction of the 

use of corporal punishment as teachers fear having a physical confrontation with 

some of the students. 

VP2: “fortunately or unfortunately, children have begun to awake to their rights, so that 

the teacher who goes out of their way to belittle, beat the male students in particular gets 

embarrassed. The Cameroonian child of today is not that of yesterday and that is why they 

will conflict with adult”.  

This seem to be a natural progression where the passiveness of students seem to 

be diminishing in the face of their awakening to these rights thus the comparison by 

one of the teachers in school A that the Cameroonian child of today is not the same 

as that of yesterday. Thus the view that corporal punishment is no longer working 

on students’ and beginning to get obsolete. According to two of the teachers in 

school A, the male students were reported to be taking advantage of this as some of 

them simply no longer just sit and be receivers. On the other hand female students, 

according to their view, still find it difficult speaking up or standing up for 

themselves. One of the teachers associated this difficulty in female students speaking 

out to culture. 

VP1: A male student tells you to your face that he will not go out of class that he will not 

kneel down or just insult you if you humiliate him among his classmates or beat him, but 

female students still find it difficult to just tell you off. I think it is something that is in 

our culture that wires girls and women to be like that, I would say”. 

Although the awareness of children’s rights by students seem to put teachers and 

students in conflict, in general all the teachers in the school A expressed satisfaction 

over the fact that Cameroonian children were starting to understand that they could 

be heard. With this understanding comes the knowledge that they could stand up for 

themselves. This according to some teachers was not just limited to school situation 

but some children were also confronting and were able to stand up to their parents. 
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This to one of the teachers in school A is exhibited when parents are invited to 

school to talk about an issue regarding their children. 

 VP1: “It is interesting to know that children in Cameroon are beginning to understand 

that they can be heard. A good number of them, like when we invite parents here, some of 

the children embarrass their parents. A child came to this office she did not perform well 

and the mother came and we were trying to dialogue with them, we ask the child in the 

presence of the mother why don’t you perform well in school and the child said because they 

always lock me in the room with a lock. The mother was taken aback”. 

More and more reports on cases of students confronting and conflicting with 

teachers in the face of abuse seem to be coming up from the urban areas. No teacher 

in school B made mention of their students being aware of their rights nor were the 

students revolting against any violent form of punishment or corporal punishment. 

However, with this recent trend of children being aware of their right and having a 

voice especially in secondary schools, there is a call for a rethinking in disciplinary 

methods. 

6.4.2  Culture of silence 
In this theme child abuse was viewed as being embroiled in a culture of silence. 

Teachers from both schools were of the view that both parents and children make 

conscious decisions to keep quiet about the abuse as they insisted that in most 

instances they are not informed about these abuses.  

C: “children most of the time don’t report to us, so most of the time we are unaware of 

what is happening”. 

P: “You know when anything happens very few people want to report it. Even the parents 

don’t want that people should know about it”. 

VP1: “We just sweep it under the carpet and pretend nothing happened. As I can say it 

is the truth and we need to say it” 

Although teachers advanced that students and their parents were often reticent 

about these abuses. They also recognise that silence by parents and children is 

bolstered by cultural barriers such as stigma or shame. This wards off disclosure 
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especially when it comes to abuses such as sexual abuse which according to some 

teachers carries a stigma. This does not just prevent the disclosure of abuse but also 

allows for the perpetuation of child abuse as it prevents awareness on child abuse 

according to some of their views. 

C: “children don’t want to talk about it because they don’t want to be further stigmatize”. 

This to teachers is because cultural values the preservation of the family image 

and marriage. What this does is, it hinders disclosure as the victims are thought of as 

tinted and as such not worthy of marriage. According to teachers, children and 

parents know that if they disclose abuse, their children and even the family becomes 

stigmatize as it would lead to the child being called names. This may lead to such a 

child being unable to marry because of the stigma. It can be said here that stigma is 

a reflection of culture. It is through this reflection that society establishes boundaries 

and when these boundaries are considered broken then it would result in 

stigmatization or labelling. This is because culture influences beliefs about the family, 

marriage, or even the image of the female child. This affects the child or parents’ 

readiness and willingness to disclose abuse especially knowing what family and 

marriage stand for in an African context.  

 

According to some of the teachers, parents and even children would do anything 

even if it means silence to avoid being considered devalued, spoiled, or viewed as 

flawed in the eyes of the society. Children and parents are ashamed of disclosing 

abuse for fear of being looked upon as defective. Feeling already branded, victims 

do not want to bring more stigma on themselves by revealing abuse. Teachers went 

ahead and reported that parents often consider it a family issue even when children 

summon the power to disclose abuse, parents would prefer to withdraw the case and 

deal with it within the family as reflected in these two extracts: 

VP1: “A child is abuse and the matter is reported but somewhere along the line, you 

know the family withdraws the case and say it was a family issue. We are going to settle 

it at the level of the family, so whether these things are settle or not we don’t know”. 

 VP2: “some parents don’t take it well when they are called to school and talked to 

especially when they are directly involved” 

According to some teachers, after some students inform the school about being 

abuse parents often withdraw the case citing that it is a family issue which would be 
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settled within the family. Thus, deciding to keep quiet about it is all done in an effort 

to preserve the family image. Shame in this case is not just considered as an individual 

thing but it is seen as collective issue. From this view disclosing abuse will bring 

down the image of the family or break the family especially when the abuser is a 

family member. However, teachers acknowledge that, depending on who the abusers 

are parents may listen or not or may otherwise just deny about the existence of such 

an abuse all together. 

 

VP2 “if it is a problem with say a relative, they may listen to what we have to say and 

may say ok we promise to do something about it. If the problem is parent-child it is more 

delicate and difficult to deal with. Some parents don’t accept that they have that kind of 

problem at home with their children, which makes the whole thing even more complicated”. 

6.5    Conclusion. 

To conclude, the influences of child abuse through teachers’ views seem to cut across 

different levels resulting in a multi-dimensional influence of child abuse. The school 

as an institution can play an important role in curving and preventing child abuse, 

but in this context, the school as an institution play rather a passive role. This passive 

role is observed in the difficulty the schools find in following up on abuse cases 

which is fueled by the lack of resources to enable follow up and the attitude of the 

school toward issues of abuse. Also teachers can be considered as passive bystanders 

who are unable to do anything in the face of child abuse be it in the face of children 

experiencing child abuse in school or at home. This lack of action is reinforced by 

the lack of formal social structures or informal structures which can protect children 

from abuse. 
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7 DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES BETWEEN 
YOUNG PEOPLE VIEWS AND TEACHER’S VIEWS 

In this chapter, I examine the similarities and differences between young people and 

the teachers’ views. Although the principal aim of using multiple methods was not 

to compare nor corroborate findings between young people’s views and teachers’ 

views on child abuse however, discussing the differences and similarities gives an 

added advantage to the study. This is to help support the argument that to develop 

a deeper understating of such a complex issue like child abuse there is need to 

incorporate different voices from varied section of the society. In a society like 

Cameroon which is hierarchical in nature, adults (especially in this case teachers who 

have close proximity to students due to the time spent with them) play a very 

important role. Therefore comparing these views relate to the essential meaning of 

the work which is to understand child abuse in the context of Cameroon. This is 

because these different views from the different voices from an ecological context 

are relevant to the setting especially if child abuse is to be prevented then it should 

be approached holistically. I achieved this by comparing the themes. In comparing 

these themes the similarities and differences can be grasped in the themes found in 

either one or both of the views. In this regard examining the similarities and 

differences gives a more in-depth analysis 
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Table 1.  Themes found in either one or both of  the views 

    Although these themes are treated as discrete there however overlap. Therefore, 

in comparing these themes for differences and similarities I do not solely focus on 

those themes that emerged in both views (young people’s views and teachers’ views) 

but also those which emerge in just one of the views. For example even though a 

theme such as “approach to corporal punishment” emerges only within teachers’ 

views it can also be used to corroborate some of the findings that emerged within 

young people’s views under  the theme “acts and actions viewed as child abused”. 

Furthermore, an issue such as gender and gender role emerges as one of the themes 

under young people’s views. The young people treat it more in-depth however it is 

not examined in-depth within teachers’ views. As a result it does not therefore appear 

as a stand alone theme within teachers’ views as teachers passively mention it without 

going In-depth. They recognise that female children face greater risk of being abused 

Views Themes in both 

views 

Themes in only one of the views 

Young people views -Parent-child 

relationship 

-Social 

reaction/recipient 

reaction  

-Culture of silence  

-Acts and actions viewed as child 

abuse 

-Children comprehension of 

being abuse 

-Gender and gender role 

Single parenthood 

-Weakening of support provided 

by the extended family 

Teachers views -Approach to corporal 

punishment 
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than male children. This is because of the methods use for instance focus group 

discussion allows for more nuance and indepth to emerge than single interviews.  In 

this section I thus examine the similarities and differences within the different levels. 

7.1  Individual level 

One of the issues discussed at the individual level was acts and actions that young 

people viewed as child abuse. At this level, the use of force and the deprivation of 

children’s right were viewed as child abuse. For a greater part it did not matter 

whether these acts were traditional or not. However, there were some exceptions 

such as corporal punishment, child labour and also when young people took into 

consideration the context. Young people did not consider the practice of corporal 

punishment as child abuse. However, they saw it as child abuse only under certain 

contexts or circumstances for example when it is excessive, unfair or when an act by 

a child does not warrant punishment etc.  This theme “acts and actions viewed as 

child abused” did not emerge within teachers’ views. This is because teachers did not 

discuss in depth about acts or actions they viewed as child abuse. However, being 

that the study took place in a school environment teachers discussed in-depth about 

corporal punishment. So within their view the theme “approaches to corporal 

punishment” can corroborate some young people views in this context. Within this 

theme, some of the teachers also did not view corporal punishment as child abuse. 

They would only consider it as child abuse under certain contexts such as when it is 

excessive or not warranted just as the views held by young people. Furthermore, 

within teachers views they reflected in-depth as to why corporal punishment is not 

considered as child abuse. In this perspective the influence of culture was viewed as 

a driving force behind the practice. Therefore, both views viewed corporal 

punishment more as a discipline method rather than an abuse per se except in certain 

contexts as seen. The common acknowledgement within both views the 

appropriateness of corporal punishment, as it effects a change of behavior in spite 

of the law prohibiting its practice in school. These corroboration confirms the 

extensive nature of the normalization of corporal punishment. In addition couple 

with the fact that corporal punishment has been practised for generations it only 

helps to boosts its normalization. This only helps to foster the way corporal 

punishment is viewed. Thus, there is agreement by both young people and teachers 

that only under certain circumstances or contexts can corporal punishment be 

viewed as child abuse. Furthermore, not only do teachers’ views in regards to 

corporal punishment corroborate young people’s views in this context, it also helps 
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to provide further insight. This is because within teachers’ views there is the 

reinforcement of the importance and benefits of corporal punishment. There is 

insistence on behavior change than it negative consequences.  There is also the lack 

of consideration of the psychological impact it may have on children. In this 

perspective teachers view help to support young people views. What can be drawn 

from this is the reaffirmation of the status quo by both young people and teachers. 

Although I did not find it surprising that some teachers viewed corporal punishment 

in a positive light especially as they are not on the receiving end of it, I however 

found it is challenging that young people did not consider corporal punishment in 

itself child abuse. This is because to me they are on the receiving end of it and more 

over their views on child abuse being the use of force. So because corporal 

punishment entails the use of force it should have fitted in to acts that they 

considered as child abuse. Therefore, by not viewing corporal punishment as child 

abuse they are more or less giving validation to the practice. This has further 

ramification as it fosters the continuation of the practice later on in their adult lives. 

Socialization therefore, seem to be very influential as it seems to play a very 

important role in how corporal punishment is viewed by both young people and 

teachers. Young people and teachers have been socialized to see corporal 

punishment as a method of discipline, something that helps in establishing structure 

and a proper development of an individual. It is therefore viewed as normal.   

      Young people and teachers views also seem to corroborate when it comes to 

child labour. Young people do not view child labour in itself as child abuse. They 

seem to acknowledge that, children need to help parents however, they view child 

labour as child abuse only when it is excessive. Also they seem to understand that a 

child of a certain age if made to perform or carry out activities or work that is above 

its age then that is child abuse. This is a common sentiment which seems to clearly 

come up within teachers’ views under the theme “parent child relationship”. Here, 

there is acknowledgement and understanding that children have to work whether it 

is doing house chores or even partaking in supporting their families financially. These 

views take into context the family situation children find themselves in something 

young people seem to also advance. Thus the reality they find themselves in allows 

them to see child labour differently. It is in this context that teachers reiterate that if 

children must work because sometimes and in certain situation they would need or 

have to work then they must be able to benefit from this work. They should 

therefore be fed, have cloth or have school books.  
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By examining the analysis the socio-cultural context seems to influence such way of 

seeing. From a socio-cultural context, children are raised with the knowledge that 

they have duties to perform in their household. As such work is not necessarily seen 

as child abuse by people living in this context. Children’s work is supported culturally 

as children are taught from a young age to work whether it is in taking part in house 

chores or taking part in activities that help to sustain the home. To hold the family 

joint effort is needed from all members of the family. Context in which these 

children find themselves in this regard matters. This is why within the analysis there 

is understanding by teachers specifically that living in a society where most families 

are poor and in which families are large there is an expectation for children to 

contribute to the functioning of that family. They (young people and teachers) take 

cognizant of the reality on the ground, reality that children and their families find 

themselves in. While both young people and teachers acknowledge this, there is also 

acknowledgement within both views that when work seems to deprive a child from 

other activities such as school or play then it is abusive to the child. As such there is 

an agreement by both young people and teachers that whatever type of work a child 

is involved in it should be in moderation. What seem to be echoed in both of these 

views is, striking a balance where children will still remain children, do what children 

do such as play as well as take part in the building of their families (partners in 

development of their families). Although teachers and young people think that 

children should work or help their families out only teachers do however hold 

parents accountable for the decision to have many children especially knowing they 

cannot cater for these children due to the lack of resource (poverty). Large family 

sizes only help to put children in danger specifically when parents cannot afford to 

provide for them. 

      In both young people and teachers views there is the corroboration that, children 

have rights. Young people view acts that deprive children of their rights as child 

abuse as they acknowledge that they have a right to food, right to be heard or right 

to association. Young people further emphasize that not being given a voice or 

allowed to be heard is abuse. They also reiterate in their accessions that, they need 

to give consent before an act takes place. This view is extended within teachers views 

as some of the teachers report that children are changing. Children are changing in 

such a way that, they are beginning to understand that they can be heard and can 

stand for themselves. This goes to give support to the view held by young people 

that acts which deprive children of their rights is child abuse. To teachers the 

recognition of children rights by children is creating conflict between children and 

teachers/parents.  It is for this reason that within teachers’ views there is a call for 
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alternative forms of discipline that does not require the use of violence (corporal 

punishment). This is certainly a shite and thus, a repositioning of children because 

all this goes contrary to how children are viewed from a cultural context. Even if it 

a very minute shift, it is still a shift. For instance culturally, parents do not consult or 

have children consent before making any decision that concerns them. So by viewing 

child abuse as the abuse of children rights and by teachers acknowledging that 

children in the society are becoming knowledgeable about their rights it further gives 

support to these views. 

     However, one important issue to note is that within the analysis there seem to be 

conflict. This conflict seems to arise where young people see abuse as the violation 

of children’s rights but at the same time they also do not themselves acknowledge 

being abuse under certain circumstances. This two different views very much is 

driven by socio-cultural context and the circumstance (societal mechanisms). This 

very much is the case of corporal punishment and child labour as socio-cultural and 

contextual influences seem to play a role in how they view these acts. It plays a part 

in when they view some acts as abuse and when they do not.  What is seen is that 

there is generalization, meaning young people are able to view the violation of 

children rights as child abuse at the same time they also try to take in to consideration 

context. Thus for example even as they do regard child abuse as the abuse of children 

right the still do not think if they consent to an act it should be labelled as such. This 

mostly is driven by a culture that upholds responsibility so it becomes difficult for 

them to dissociate from it and just see the act in a vacuum. This only shows that real 

life does not function in a vacuum thus, the reality in which they find themselves 

cannot be minimized. It is under this context that not being provided with basic 

needs or being fed for example because of lack cannot be viewed as child abuse or a 

violation of children right. Failing to take people context in to account does not 

project a “real” narrative about people experience. Thus in this analysis there is 

compartmentalization as young people are able to move from the general to a 

specific. They are able to hold the taught that child abuse is the abuse of children’s 

rights (general) but at the same time also advanced that their context influence 

whether they would view an act as an abuse of their rights. Such 

compartmentalization can also be seen within teachers views where although they 

attribute child abuse to societal mechanism such as poverty and large family sizes 

they still do reiterate that under such condition children are expected to help out. 

They should work even if it means they sell or take part in some economic activity 

that would help themselves and their families.  
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Young people in this level also talk about children’s comprehension of abuse, where 

they advance that children do not often know that they are being abused. They also 

report that children do not have the words to articulate what has happened to them. 

In addition they also advance that children are unable to do anything about the abuse. 

This discussion was very much absent from teachers’ views as it was neither 

mentioned even passively in any of the themes which emerge from teachers views. 

This was a striking difference because firstly going by the notion that child abuse is 

an issue that is often not discussed, it’s should be glaring to adults especially teachers 

that children will not comprehend it. Secondly, because these are children knowing 

that they may not know or have the words to describe abuse should be primordial 

in a discussion about child abuse especially in a context like Cameroon. The absence 

of this discussion from teachers’ views can be associated with the way children are 

perceived from a socio-cultural context. Training children to take responsibility from 

a very early age can make it easy not to perceive children as children. It makes it easy 

not to view them as not knowing although it conflicts with the notion that childern 

a blank slates on which we have to write on it. Furthermore, it can make it easy to 

assume that these children know or comprehend things that are well beyond their 

age, therefore the failure or absence of this discourse from teachers. Case in point 

even though young people within the analysis consider age when they take into 

consideration acts and actions viewed as child abuse, they however, often make 

reference to children younger than themselves (children in kindergaden and primary 

school) even as it is a fact that they themselves are still minors under the law. 

Furthermore, this difference can also be as a result of the methods use. Using focus 

groups as a method allows for a back and forth interaction among young people. 

This allows for the possibility of different issues to be raised by different participants 

and for them to bring up their personal and different experience to come across. 

Also, as young people especially being at the receiving end of child abuse they can 

be better placed especially through their experience to know what it is at their 

individual level that prevents them from knowing or communicating abuse. This just 

goes a long way to show that children may be able to bring in a perspective that 

adults would not order wise. Thus, the need and importance of including varied 

section of a society as it allows issues to be viewed from different point of views. 

This can lead to a new way of seeing things or knowing. 

    From both views, it shows that there are certain criterial when considering what 

constitutes child abuse as can be seen in section 3.1. Here it is advanced that there is 

diversity in what is considered as child abuse (Muela et al., 2012, Zuravin, 1991). This 

is as a result of the different elements that are used in defining child abuse. 
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Furthermore, there is also diversity in definition of child abuse based on the 

profession. This makes a universal definition of child abuse (what constitute child 

abuse) somehow an impossibility. According to Wekerle et al. (2001), individual 

define child abuse from their subjective account by drawing from their personal 

experience. Contextualizing thus, becomes more relevant as it helps capture 

circumstance and contexts.  Something which clearly comes across through the 

analysis. 

7.2  Family level 

Young people spoke about single teenage mothers and how they and their children 

face abuse. This was a difference as teachers did not talk about single teenage 

mothers. Young people and teachers views cannot be corroborated in this specific 

aspect. However, a theme that seems to be reflected across both views is “parent 

child relationship”. On the aspect of difficult communication between parents and 

children and parental responsibility teachers’ views supports and corroborates young 

people’s views. In both views there is acknowledgement that there is difficulty in 

parent child communication. Young people and teachers seem to agree that fear of 

parents which from their view is influenced by the controlling, aggressive and hard 

nature of parents, seem to foster difficulty in communication. Teachers in addition 

emphasize that tradition also influences this difficulty in communication as the 

society is hierarchical in nature. This creates a gap between parents and children. 

This gap between parents and children makes it difficult for children to approach 

parents creating a dysfunctionality in communication between parents and children. 

In this process children are unable to open up to parents about their experience and 

as such turn to keep such experiences to themselves.  

    Young people and teachers in the same way agree that some parents are failing in 

their parental responsibilities as such influencing child abuse. Young people saw this 

parental failure in their responsibility in the form of not providing for children, 

unachievable parental expectation and lack of empathy to what they as children are 

going through. Although teachers support the view that parents are failing to provide 

for their children, they however on their part attributed this failure to poverty and 

large family sizes. They reiterated that parents’ failure in providing for their children 

exposes them to all kinds of vices such as, sexual abuse, physical abuse, child labour 

etc. Young people did not discuss in detail about family sizes or poverty.  However, 
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there was that general believe within both views that children have to work if parents 

cannot provide for them. 

    Within young people, in the theme “weakening of support provided by extended 

family” there was the recognition that, children living with extended family members 

are abused and not treated appropriately by extended family members. Young people 

also reported that children are sent to live with people they do not know and some 

children even have to self-care. Although not examine as a theme within teachers 

views there was however a general support and collaboration of this view by 

teachers. Thus teachers within the theme “parent child relationship” under parents 

failing in their responsibilities teachers also advanced that many children are sent to 

live with relatives. Similarly, teachers also acknowledged that some parents are 

sending children to live with people they do not know. In addition, they reported 

that many of their students live with extended family members and are experiencing 

abuse in those homes as they are not often treated well. Teachers supported the view 

that many parents seem to be forfeiting their responsibility, leaving it to children to 

self-care or to other people. However, as it was seen in young people views, this is a 

weakening of support provided by the extended family members. This just creates 

an environment that promotes the abuse of children. 

7.3  Social level 
Young people under the theme “social reaction” affirmed that it is difficult reporting 

or disclosing abuse as they felt there is nobody to report/disclose abuse to. Reporting 

abuse from their view seems somehow an impossibility. This view seems to be 

further substantiated within teachers’ views under the theme “recipient reaction”. 

They advanced that there is a lack or limited formal structure and informal structure 

where children and their families can report or disclose child abuse. In this 

perspective it can be understandable why young people hold the view that there is 

nobody to report abuse to or difficult to report abuse. Children can find it difficult 

to know where they should go to report abuse since these structures are lacking. It 

can be difficult to know if structures even exists or if they would be welcome in such 

places. 

  Furthermore, within young people views they also advanced that reporting or 

disclosing abuse is not necessary as it neither led to help nor people held accountable. 

This in like fashion was supported by teachers’ views as they confirmed that even 

after children disclose abuse nothing is often done. In addition teachers went further 

to make the accession that children and their families prefer to keep quiet about the 
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abuse because they know that they would not receive any help as they would have 

to fend for themselves.  In addition, teachers confirmed that even after students 

reported abuse to them they teachers found it difficult dealing with such issues as 

they know that they cannot really provide any help even as they understood that 

these children require help.  This is because just following up a case is difficult or 

impossible.  In addition the fact that teachers seem to acknowledge that because 

some of these abuses concern other teachers they find it difficult acting or doing 

anything about it only helps to support young people view that it is not necessary 

reporting abuse as they would receive no help. Such inaction is clearly in sync with 

the view held by young people that reporting or disclosing abuse is not necessary as 

people around already know about some of these abuse yet do not intervene nor 

take action. Not intervening or confronting fellow teachers contribute to that silence 

which surrounds the issue of child abuse. This difficulty in exposing a fellow teacher 

can be associated with the hierarchical nature of the society where children lack 

power.  

From the analysis of both young people views and teachers’ views the 

consequences associated to disclosing child abuse can be envisaged. Within both 

views, there is acknowledgement that children are stigmatized. For example, they are 

blamed, shamed, or even name call when people know that they have been abused. 

Young people also cite losing of home as some of the negative consequence of 

disclosing. These societal influences prevent disclosure of child abuse making child 

abuse a hidden issue.  

 

Through the analysis of both views, it can be seen that shame is a fundamental 

piece of abuse. It gives perpetrators power over victims, families and communities. 

This is because people who abuse children rely on shame and silence to continue 

these acts away from the praying eyes of the public. Not exposing abuses like sexual 

abuse (child abuse) prevents it prevention. Thus, the role of shame can help to foster 

the perpetration of violence. Socio-cultural attitudes and reactions toward victims as 

showed through the different views create a culture of shame. Societal attitudes and 

reactions can help to benefit the abuser as for instance not intervening nor doing 

anything when abuse is observed only helps in influence child abuse.  In cases where 

the victims are blamed such reactions only help to foster the feeling of shame on the 

part of those who experience it. Thus, from the analysis because of shame there is a 

struggle to keep the abuse secret for fear of what others may think, say or do.  

 

As said societal attitudes and reactions as seen in the analysis seems to be ones 

which blame the child, ostracize the child, label the victim or even one that denies 
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that it occurs.  Such attitudes and reactions only help to booster shame and silence. 

The stigma from this prevents the identification of perpetrators leaving other 

children in the community exposed to abuse. This as seen through the views is 

promoted by deep-rooted socio-cultural influences. Such influences create a divide 

which fosters different expectations and beliefs about what it means to be female for 

instance. These expectations at the socio-cultural level places responsibility on the 

female to keep herself in tack, to be close and to be able to control male sexuality 

which in the analysis is seen within the cultural level. As argued by Weiss (2010) 

shame is the result of social constructions of appropriate gender behavior. Myths 

around gender roles have much to do with this, for instance myth such as men are 

not able to control their sexual behavior so the responsibility is on the female to 

prevent it from happening. Furthermore, the fact the marriage is revered and that 

women should keep themselves for their future husbands. These led to internalized 

cultural sense of keeping self-pure for marriage. Therefore, being sexually abuse 

allows for those who experience it to be regarded as failing in the eyes of a society. 

This results in victim blaming, labelling, etc. Focus as seen in the analysis of young 

people at the cultural level is on what a girl did to be sexually abused or why they 

were not able to stop or prevent it. Such reactions and expectations only help to 

foster the feeling of shame on the victim. Viewing sexually abuse as the girls’ faults 

only create a culture of shame and violence. Placing the burden on the female (or 

anybody who experiences abuse) undermines the seriousness of the problem and 

only helps the perpetrator to continue the behavior. All this i clearly supported by 

young people and teachers views. 

7.4   Cultural level 

Culture of silence emerges as a theme in both young people’s views and teachers’ 

views. Young people reported that the family unit comes first and not the 

individual. This hides abuse within the family so as to prevent bringing down the 

family name or disrupting the family source of provision. Comparatively teachers 

also hold a similar view as they report that both parents and children often make a 

conscious decision to keep quiet about abuse. This is done in an effort to preserve 

the family image and also prevent the child from being viewed as soiled, devalued, 

or flawed in the eyes of the society which can lead to the stigmatization. They 

advanced that this can ruin the chances of the child getting married as marriage is 

viewed as very important from a cultural standpoint. Furthermore, this also has 

much to do with cultural beliefs about family. In such regard the family often 
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seems to triumph over any other thing or individual. Family interest comes first so 

the importance to maintain the family image. As a consequence as per the views 

abuse turns to be kept within the confines of the family to avoid bringing shame 

on the family as advanced by both young people and teachers. By protecting the 

family from shame abuse remains a secret thus abetting in re-victimization or abuse 

of other children. 

     Young people further discuss how trust in family members and community 

members prevents people from seeing the danger other family members or even 

community members may pose to children. Trust provides a platform for child 

abuse to take place. Teachers on the other hand did not discuss this issue. They did 

not also talk much about gender and gender role although within the family level 

they mention that female children are disproportionately affected when it comes to 

child abuse. They reported that it is mostly female children who are sent to be 

house helps or are sexually abused. Young people on the other hand had an in-

depth discussion on this aspect. They advanced that, gender and gender role 

creates an environment that promotes child abuse (part has been discussed above 

in the social level). 

      In conclusion, after examining both young people’s views and teachers’ views 

on child abuse, young people views are supported and corroborated by teachers’ 

views. This shows that young people understand the reality in which they live or 

understand issues that involve them and thus can be trusted to provide knowledge 

in such areas. Furthermore, there is need to include every section of the society in 

discussing issues that affects them. Thus, young people cannot be left out from 

taking part in the discourse as they may posses knowledge that others do not.They 

can provide another perspective.   
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8     CONCLUSION 

The objective of this study was to examine young people’s views on child abuse in 

Cameroon. To do this a qualitative approach was used in which complementary 

methods such as focus group discussions and interviews were used.  Views from 

young people were solicited through focus group discussions and through 

interviewing of teachers. By examining child abuse from the point of view of those 

who live in that setting insight, was provided into the issue of child abuse in the 

Cameroonian context. This especially as it was the first time young people’s views 

on child abuse were researched in the context of Cameroon.  

     Studies on child abuse in Cameroon are limited. The ones that exist show that 

the rate of child abuse is high. Given the complexity of child abuse and the fact that 

children in different parts of the world experience abuse differently due to different 

challenges and influences, an ecological framework was used to best understand 

child abuse in Cameroon. In this regards, the ecological analysis was encompassing 

and holistic as it did not only address individual characteristics but a broader 

environmental context within which abuse occurs. This was specifically important, 

as child abuse cannot be sourced from an individual alone. Thus, from an ecological 

context incorporating different voices gives room for a bigger picture as it permits 

the integration of a collective voice. That is from young people who do not just 

represent themselves but a collective as there are members of the society. Teachers 

are not left out here. This ecological framework guided not just the choice of topic 

but the entire research process. From data collection strategies, research questions, 

and data analysis and interpretation of the result. Using the ecological framework a 

range of influences were identified within the individual, family, social and cultural 

levels. Eight themes from young people views and four themes from teachers views 

( acts and actions viewed as child abuse, children comprehension of being abuse, 

parent child relationship, weakening of the extended family, social reaction, culture 

of silence, gender and gender role, recipient reaction and approach to corporal 

punishment ) emerged. There were then classified into different levels however it 

should be noted that although in the study the themes are considered discrete there 

however overlap in many ways. 
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Empirical findings showed that young people took into consideration their setting 

or the situation in which they found themselves when considering what they viewed 

as child abuse. They also drew influences of child abuse from individuals and the 

larger environmental setting. Even though participants in general viewed acts or 

actions that required the use of force and which deprived children from their rights 

as child abuse they were still cognizant of context (circumstance) and socio-cultural 

context. Not being fed because of lack of food, was not considered as child abuse 

but being denied food when there is food was considered abuse. Also, practices such 

as corporal punishment and child labour were viewed as normal since socio-

culturally there are normal and considered essential for a child’s upbringing. There 

were in this regard only viewed as child abuse under certain contexts for example 

when they are excessive or unfair. This shows that young people (people in general) 

do not live in a vacuum and that the context in which they find themselves has 

influence in how they view issues. This is broadly in line with studies such as Aadness 

& Gulbrandsen (2017) where context and socio-cultural interpretation are said to 

have an influence on what is viewed as violence. This is especially as there are varied 

perception and nuances of what constitutes violence (Aadness & Gulbrandsen, 

2017). The universality of what can be seen as child abuse in this case seems to be 

difficult to reach as context and socio-cultural context dictate acts and actions that 

may be viewed as abusive or not. As a consequence, many children may continue to 

experience abuse especially because acts or behaviours viewed as child abuse varies 

between contexts and cultures. Some studies such as Twuw-Danso (2010) and 

Piereira (2010) advance that corporal punishment is seen as an integral part of child 

rearing (socialization) and not an act of abuse toward children. Children in Twum-

Danso (2010) believed that for children to grow and be obedient, disciplined, honest, 

well behaved members of the society there is need for corporal punishment. Even 

though children in Twum-Danso (2010) acknowledged that they felt pains, they 

however, did not think it was a “big deal” and did not report any long term sadness, 

shame or anger.  Also in Piereira (2010) students, teachers and parents believed that 

failure to discipline a child even if it is by hitting is doing children a disservice and 

therefore the support of reasonable use of physical discipline. Socio-cultural norms 

are either influential in supporting the use of violence or protect against the use of 

violence.  It should however be noted that although socio-cultural or culture can be 

used to explain the occurrence of violence in a society it does not suggest that those 

who perpetrate these abuses have a limited capacity for agency. Perpetrators are very 

much capable of rational behavior and as such are not driven by some irrational 

forces. 
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It was also evident that some of the influences of child abuse emanated from 

individuals themselves in this case children themselves. It should be pointed out that 

by no means does this means that children are to blame for being abused. It was 

evident that by virtue of their age it places them in a position of vulnerability. Young 

people reported that children are unable to tell or know if they are being abused with 

exceptions of cases that may cause them some kind of physical pain. Not being able 

to know or tell make children easy targets for abuse.  Empirical finding at the 

individual level also showed that not only do children not know whether they are 

being abused or not, they also do not have the words to describe what happened. 

Furthermore, it was also evident that children are unable to do anything about an 

abuse even if they know that they are abused. By just being a child it has a significant 

impact on child abuse as more or less they are helpless in the face of abuse. They are 

unable to effect any change. Alaggia (2010) for example points out that the age of 

the child is instrumental as it has an influence on the child disclosing abuse as they 

do not have the words. In this regard constraints such as verbal functioning and 

knowing (cognitive) prevent disclosure (Alaggia, 2010). In Ndaba (1999) the 

perpetrators of sexual abuse saw children as non-threatening and lack the power and 

as such sexually abuse them. In Tanzania on community perception of rape and 

sexual abuse children’s vulnerability was viewed as contributing to rape and sexual 

abuse (Abeid et al., 2014). This shows the position that the child occupies and 

because they do not have any power they are vulnerable to abuse given the fact that 

those who perpetrate these acts know that children are powerless. This 

powerlessness of children is evident in teachers’ views where teachers reported that 

they often observe a fellow teacher abuse a student but they never react nor say 

anything about it to stop the abuse. They also report that sometimes students come 

to them to report that they have been abused by a fellow teacher however, this would 

just be settled among teachers.  

       It was evident that family characteristics influenced child abuse. Young people 

described parents as failing in their responsibility to provide or care for children. 

This pushes children to shoulder some of the responsibilities and to self-care 

exposing them to child abuse.  They also described parents as lacking empathy and 

having high expectations. All this left children feeling over worked with the feeling 

that parents do not empathise with them. Furthermore, young people also described 

parents as aggressive and domineering which creates a closed system that does not 

encourage communication. Bastien et al. (2011) for instance, demonstrate that 
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discussions between caregiver/parent and child in sub-Saharan Africa about 

HIV/AIDS tend to be uni-directional and authoritarian. It is often characterized by 

vague warnings rather than direct, open discussions. These aggressive and 

domineering parents create an image of the unapproachable parent which makes it 

difficult for communication. This finding is widely expressed in the work of Nilchian 

et al. (2012) where cruelty of parents is considered as one of the factors that influence 

child abuse.  

     Young people also described children being cared for by single teenage mothers. 

It was evident that teenage mothers are facing immense obstacles. This obstacle was 

due to lack of financial support, absent fathers and societal failure in holding fathers 

to these children accountable. Inability of teenage single mothers to make informed 

decisions was also viewed as fostering child abuse. Single parenthood in general can 

be a stressor to children and their parents (mothers) not to talk less of teenage single 

parents. Single parent households face economic hardship. These financial hardship 

cause the family to struggle as mothers would find it difficult to provide for their 

children with basic necessities such as clothes, food etc. This is because these 

mothers cannot take care of the children and at the same time work to support the 

family financially. Some single teenage mothers often have to dropout from school, 

so they often lack potential (mechanism) to facilitate or make them succeed 

(Bigombe & Khadiagala, 2003, Weldegabreal, 2014, Mabuza et al, 2014).This is 

because of societal mechanism (poverty) has impact on single teenage mothers and 

their children preventing them from succeeding.Poverty impedes on the 

governmental capacity to establish structures to provide help to single parents. 

Furthermore with absentee father government do not have law enforcement 

capabilities and administrative capability to ensure that these fathers take care of their 

financial obligation. Thus economic and social condition makes it feasible for abuse 

in such circumstances. 

    It was evident that there was a weakening in support provided by extended family 

members. Young people described children being sent to live with people not 

biologically related to them and also having to self-care. They described being scared, 

afraid, over worked and not treated the same as biological children of these extended 

family members. In this study young people living with extended family member 

described having to carry out excessive work and not being taken care of properly. 

Children are exploited by extended families. This family dynamic has implications 

on child abuse as documented in studies such as Morantz et al. (2013) and Harms et 

al. (2010). Harms et al. (2010) who studies youth who lost their parent to 
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HIV/AIDS, living with extended family members found that these children were 

stigmatized, discriminated and their basic needs were not met.  The traditional 

support children in this setting often receive from their extended family is 

weakening. This leaves children vulnerable to child abuse from the hands of 

extended family members or outsiders. According to Tanga (2013), African extended 

families are turning to shift responsibilities of orphans to the government and 

NGOs.  With this decline in support provided by the extended family and no 

corresponding institutional structure stepping in to fill the gap this can have serious 

implication on child abuse. Clark & Brauner-Otto (2015, p. 32) for instance advances 

that “traditionally kin have been nearby to compensate for the absence of fathers 

however, the weakening of kinship ties through urbanization and migration leaves 

more single mothers with less support”. Without the extended family acting as a 

social security many more children in Cameroon as well as Africa in general are going 

or would have to fend for themselves and as such would be more vulnerable to child 

abuse.  

      Overall, it is evident that children’s decision to self- silence or their choice not 

to disclose abuse is fostered by outside influences. Young people reported that it is 

difficult reporting abuse because they feel that there is nobody to either report or 

disclose abuse to. It is also evident that young people feel that there is no need 

reporting abuse, as they believe that neighbours or even family members know about 

these abuses (especially in cases of physical abuse) but fail to react or intervene. 

Reporting is considered unacceptable (foreign and not African) especially as it means 

reporting a family member. Reporting, to young people, would be frowned at by 

outsiders and children would be perceived by others as bad. Furthermore, 

consequences attached to reporting or disclosing abuse are seen as too much of a 

burden to carry especially as reporting would lead neither to help nor to the 

perpetrators being punished. Blame, shame, name calling, ostracization or even loss 

of home were viewed as the aftermath of reporting or disclosing abuse. These give 

more reason for children to self-silence further preventing the issue of child abuse 

from coming to light. These findings are consistent with previous research like 

Ahrens (2006), Alaggia (2010). Ahrens, (2006) using a qualitative data from in-person 

interview from survivors of sexual assaults, discussed their decision to stop 

disclosing their experience. All survivors in the study reveal four types of negative 

reaction they received after first disclosing. All the survivors were blamed; all of them 

also said they got insensitive reaction for instance doubt or no sympathy. They also 

said that they received inappropriate support such as being told to be silent about it. 

Having feedback from the community or neighbour (societal clues) that seems to 
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send a message to children that they neither care nor empathise with them, from 

those around has implication for disclosure of abuse (Alaggia, 2010).  

    According to empirical findings child abuse was pervaded through the culture of 

silence and through cultural messaging like gender and gender role socialization. It 

was evident that culturally, family came first as opposed to individual self-interest. 

Young people reported that when abuse occurs, efforts are made to prevent bringing 

shame on the family, bringing down the family or losing the provider of the family.  

It was also visible that trust in family members or community members provided a 

platform for child abuse. This is because it prevents people from seeing the danger 

family members or community member may pose. Trust allowed for child rearing 

practice such as leaving children “unsupervised” with the trust that neighbours 

(community members) are watching.It also allows for the collective up rearing of a 

child.  It was also evident that trust made it possible for children not to be believed 

when they disclosed abuse as parents would not believe family members could carry 

out such acts. The inability to believe that family members can be abusive to children 

promotes the silence that surrounds the issue of child abuse and influences child 

abuse. It prevents people from knowing that child abuse is even taking place. As 

abuse fails to be brought to lamp light, it is prevented from being viewed as an issue 

as people may not know it even takes place. The level of trust put on family members 

and community members leaves a child open or vulnerable to abuse. This is because 

it would make it easy for those who want to abuse children to act without any 

intervention, as it would be difficult to think people they know and trust could carry 

out such acts. According to Alesina & Giuliano (2013) strong family ties are regularly 

correlated with generalized trust. Gombe in Chaka et al. (2010, p. 6) state “a 

substantial amount of trust existed in the African community guaranteeing members 

to give back their trust to others. This community based ethos was deeply anchored 

in the tradition of giving and receiving, which spread the benefits and shrink the 

burdens of members in communities”.  

     From the findings, it was evident that gender and gender role, pervaded through 

cultural messaging influences child abuse. Young people described being raised to 

fit into these different gender roles which female participants found discriminatory. 

This is because they felt it left them over worked and therefore, overburdened. 

Uchem (2001) portrays this overburdened female. It was noticeable that patriarchal 

attitudes contributed to child abuse. These patriarchal attitudes were reinforced 

through male dominance, female subordination, victim blaming and the expectation 

of girls (females) to control male sexuality to the extent of being restrained physically 
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(breast ironing) so as to prevent abuse. Young people also described girls going into 

marriage at a very young making their lives to be that of servitude. This perpetrates 

gender inequality and poverty. Studies have shown that gender roles create a dynamic 

which maintains girls and women as subservient to men who are considered as 

power holders. This is detrimental to the survival of girls and women (Munyao, 

2013). The status of girl children and women is considered a source of vulnerability 

to child abuse as patriarchal ideas fostered girls vulnerability (Jewkes et al., 2005). 

Cultural beliefs can therefore, be a push to child abuse. 

      In the light of all these empirical findings, young people have the awareness not 

just of themselves but also of others. From the study, young people provide insight 

to the issue of child abuse, as they are able to describe and interpret what child abuse 

means to them and those environmental influences that impede or promote child 

abuse. Most certainly, young people in the study want to talk about issues that 

concern them. When given the opportunity to verbalise what they feel, they are able 

to speak out with examples of their experiences or those of others to substantiate 

their points. In addition teachers have knowledge about their students's experience 

of child abuse. When teachers’ views are contrasted with those of young people it is 

evident that child abuse in Cameroon is an issue, which cannot be understood 

without reflecting on the broader environmental context. This is because it cannot 

be determined by a single influence, as influences appear to exist in all the levels. The 

ecological framework helped in understanding the complexity of child abuse in 

Cameroon. It also provides a framework to understand the interrelation between 

these influences. As a result, this study claims that child abuse in Cameroon is 

multifaceted or determined by influences at different levels. 

8.1   Study limitations and recommendation for future study 

It should be stressed that in this study, there are some limitations that I do recognise.  

For instance, in the study I do not treat the views from the different schools 

separately or as cases. The views from the schools used in the study are treated as a 

collective. However, I compensate for this shortcoming by stating clearly within the 

analysis where a view is coming from. Not treating the various schools as cases was 

a conscious decision I made. This is because my focus was not to compare but to 

get multiple views so as to be able to understand child abuse in Cameroon. I 

approached the schools as a collective.  I therefore had no need to treat each school 

as a case. However, because context and need for specificity is important (i.e. urban 
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and rural areas can help provide for more specificity within the country), any future 

consideration should take this in to perspective and treat the different schools as 

cases. These would allow for influences within the different system in each case to 

be examined separately and thus ease in comparison between the different schools. 

In addition, because studies on child abuse are limited when it comes to the context 

such as Cameroon a mix study can be a better approach for future research. This 

would help to get the extent of the problem in that context, at the same time, it will 

provide context, creating an in-depth understanding of the problem of child abuse 

in the context of Cameroon.   

      Furthermore, due to the paucity of published studies carried out in this area in 

Cameroon it meant it was not possible for me to build on prior studies conducted 

in Cameroon relating to child abuse in order to obtain complete and deeper 

information. As a result I had to rely on other studies from other parts of the world.  

Another limitation was difficulty to get assess to other documents that I might have 

used to support views. This however, was not a deliberate act as the schools in which 

data was collected had no data or documentation in regards to child abuse. 

Moreover, getting such records even from other government institutions proved 

difficult because of the unavailability of such documents. However, by using multiple 

data sources, focus group discussions and interviews filled this gap.  Though this was 

a study of 53 participants (47 young people and 6 teachers), findings can be 

generalised because of the consistency of the findings from the consensus among 

informants and from multiple methods. This consistency suggests the influences of 

child abuse identified are more or less generic when it comes to the Cameroonian 

context. One avenue for further study would be to carry out a specific research on 

child abuse in collective societies. This is especially as findings in this study showed 

that trust creates a platform for child abuse. Exploring themes at cultural and social 

levels and individual level can provide insight as to how they impede or promote 

child abuse. 

8.2   Implication of findings 

After carrying out this study and carefully going through the findings from young 

people’s views and teachers’ views I have come to the conclusion that child abuse, 

although not often presented in the public discuss in Cameroon, is a serious 

problem that deserves to be front and centre. From evidence from the study it is 

right to suggest that child abuse should be addressed from each level i.e. 
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individuals, family, social and cultural. For instance in the study trust and believe in 

family members was viewed as providing a platform for child abuse. There is need 

for people to be more vigilant and watchful despite the fact that trust is at the 

centre of society. There is a call for awareness when it comes to the fact that family 

members or people close to the child and the family will harm the child. Trust can 

help breathe abuse as it makes it difficult to perceive that family members as 

perpetrators. There is therefore, need to target all the systems in which a child 

belongs if an effective outcome on the issue of child abuse is to be envisaged. 

    This study also supports the fact that, those acts and notions viewed as child 

abuse need to be culturally defined. A lack of a culturally appropriate definition 

makes it difficult to tell which acts or behaviour are considered abuse in the 

Cameroonian context. This is because Cameroon is not a monolithic society as it 

has a diverse group of people from different socio-cultural backgrounds. This 

prevents any ambiguity when it comes to acts or actions viewed as child abuse. 

There is a need for the government to come up with a clear and precise culturally 

appropriate definition of child abuse. A lack of a culturally standardized definition 

of child abuse prevents any effective prevention and intervention strategies. When 

child abuse in each context is defined clearly, then policy makers’, researchers, 

practitioners (professionals) can then proceed to identify child abuse more 

consistently in such a context. 

      Evidence suggested that teachers seem to feel that there is nothing they can do 

when it comes to child abuse. However, children and young people spend a large 

portion of their time in school. Therefore, teachers as educators should have a role 

in providing knowledge about child abuse. They should also provide help to 

students experiencing abuse. As an integral part of the community, they can play a 

key role in community efforts to create awareness and prevent child abuse. 

According to Crossan-Tower (2003), educators have a vital role in identifying, 

reporting and preventing child abuse. Trained teachers should be able to impact 

knowledge on students regarding this and should be able to document this. With 

the lack of formal structures, teachers should work in close collaboration with 

informal structures such as local meeting houses, heads of families (chiefs) to bring 

this to light. This can be achieved through school base programmes that 

encourages parent-child interaction or community programmes. Emphasis is on 

the school because the school is often at the centre of most communities. Giving 

parents that opportunity to associate freely with children for example through 

sport or games can allow parents to be open and more receptive making it easier 
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for children to communicate with parents. This is especially as from the findings 

communication between parents and children is difficult. This can also be obtained 

through other mechanisms’ such as sending children home with pamphlets 

containing basic information on abuse and through churches, health centres or 

even local meetings. It can be achieved through parent-child talk programme, 

where parents sit and talk directly about sensitive issues to their children without 

children having the fear of being reprimanded. In addition, these workshops 

should also include services that deal with children issues such as police, hospitals 

or health centres or social services (where available). This may seem like a 

herculean task but there is a need to start and open the lines of communication. 

     Formal structures are an important avenue through which children can access 

help when abused. However, empirical findings seem to suggest that young people 

think there is nobody to report or disclose abuse to. Knowing where to seek help 

or even report abuse can make a difference. Because of the unavailability of such 

structures, there is a need for those that exist to make themselves known to the 

public or the community in which they are located. Those trained community 

members can relate information to the children, parents and the entire community. 

There is further need for police services to make themselves friendlier and 

welcoming especially in relation to children. They should be actively involved in 

community, go to the various schools and let children understand that they can 

always come to them. This will go a long way to destigmatize the police and make 

it easier for people to come to them.  

     Base on the focus group discussions and interviews, community based 

organisations should tailor their awareness and prevention programs in an 

interactive manner. Approaching child abuse as if it is something that a society or a 

culture encourages, prevents the people from receiving the messages. Being 

interactive allows for openness and questioning. Furthermore, solutions should be 

allowed to arise from the population as it should be based on an ecological 

approach. Therefore, awareness and preventive programmes should be approached 

from a systematic basis as already mentioned. Targeting the different system can 

create a better outcome. Such an approach is a vital component when trying to 

address child abuse as it can lead to evidence base and culturally sensitive 

preventive and protecting strategies. The silence that seem to engulf the issue of 

child abuse as was seen in the empirical finding can be approached through media 

especially social media and community radios which could be used to provide 

awareness and information on child abuse and its implication on children and the 
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society in general. This creates a society where silence is dealt with effectively and 

where people are informed about what to do and where to seek for help and 

support in such circumstances.

        END
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10    APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 Consent form for Participate in Focus Group 
 

I agree to participate in the research project of FON COURAGE on “Secondary 

and high school students’ experiences and views of child abuse in Cameroon”. You 

have been asked to participate in a focus group on child abuse. The purpose is to get 

your views, what you know and experiences on child abuse or child maltreatment. 

The information learned in the focus groups will in a research project (thesis) and 

also for educational purpose. You can choose whether or not to participate in the 

focus group and stop at any time. The discussion will be tape recorded and your 

responses will remain anonymous and no names will be mentioned in the report. 

There are no right or wrong answers to the focus group questions. Just be honest 

even if your responses may not be in agreement with others. Only one individual 

speak at a time in the group and that responses made by all participants be kept 

confidential.  

I understand that 

 The researcher is conducting this project as part of a partial fulfilment of 

requirements for a PhD degree at the University of Tampere Finland. The 

research is to get our views on child abuse, our feelings and experiences on 

abuse. 

 My participation will involve taking part in focus group discussion arranged 

at a time convenient to us and in case I have any worries or concerns I may 

express my concerns to the researcher.  

  I may freely withdraw from the study at any time in the event of unusual 

circumstances or in case something comes up which I did not expect. 
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 The information I provide here will be presented in her thesis and can also 

be for any educational purpose. We have also been made to understand that 

our identities will remain anonymous.  

 I therefore consent that I willingly and voluntarily participate in this 

Signed on: -------------------------------------------------------- 

By ------------------------------------------------------------------ 
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Appendix 2.  Authorization for school participation in research 
 

Sir/Madam  

I will wish to carry out my research project in your institution. This research is part 

of a requirement for a PhD in Social Science major in Social Work Research. It is a 

study on “secondary and high school students’ views of child abuse in 

Cameroon”. The focus of the study is to explore children views on child abuse and 

experiences of abuse. There remains a dearth of research on child abuse in 

Cameroon and this study gives us the opportunity to understand abuse from a both 

young people point and teacher’s point of views. The study uses children as the 

population of study which gives the opportunity for children to have a voice in 

matters which concern them. On this effect, I indent to conduct 3 focus group 

discussions with students, 3 interviews with teachers and administrators.  

This study will give the participants an opportunity to reflect on this issue which 

affects them and have an insight in to the concept of abuse. Getting children to talk 

is giving them a voice especially in our society where children usually are just seen 

and never heard. It is an opportunity for us to start talking about abuse since it is a 

salient subject in our communities. 

Any participation by the student will be voluntary and I have also made available the 

services of a counsellor in case of any eventualities. These discussions will not 

interfere with the student’s class time and will only be done in times provided by the 

school authorities. 

I therefore wish to request for your permission to carry out my research in your 

school 

Authorization consent Signed by………………………………………….… 

 On…………………………………………………………………………. 
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Appendix 3.  Focus group discussion guide 
 

Opening 

Introduction 

1. Please introduce yourself (Each student introduces themselves also please 

fill the form write where you come from, who you live with and what they do 

for a living). Views of child abuse/ Nature of child abuse phenomenon 

Talking about child abuse and influences of child abuse (follow script only 

when you think respondents are not covering the issues. Allow the interview 

and discussion to follow freely and ask follow-up questions) 

 

 In this discussion, we will be talking about child abuse which can also be 

called child maltreatment. What do you view as child abuse (definitions, 

what kind of behaviours or actions would you consider to be child abuse?)  

Give us examples  

 Find out if participants often hear about child abuse, from who and from 

where.  

 In your school, community or at home what kinds of abuse have you 

observed, what did you do about it?  When for example you think you are 

being abuse what do you do.  

 Make sure that during the discussion students’ also talk about their 

experiences or those of others. Tell us what happened in that situation, how 

did you react to it? Who was the perpetrators, did you inform anybody, (e.g 

tell your parents or anybody in the community) why? Would you report 

abuse if it happened to you or to another person. Why or why not 

 How you guys relate to your parents and other adults in the society? 

 Let’s talk about what you think influences abuse. 

 How do people deal with child abuse problems in your society? 
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 Let hear suggestions on how cases of child abuse could be handled, and 

what do you think should be done                                                        

Appendix 4.  Guideline for in-depth interview 
 

Opening 

Introduction 

1. Please introduce yourself. 

Views of child abuse/ Nature of child abuse phenomenon. (Follow script 

only when you think respondents are not covering the issues. Allow the 

interview and discussion to flow freely and ask follow-up questions) 

 

 In this discussion, we will be talking about child abuse which can also be 

called child maltreatment.  Do you have knowledge of child abuse and what 

would you say it is? 

 In this community and school what kinds of abuse have you observed. 

 How would you explain child abuse or what are the influences of child abuse 

that you have observed in this community?  

 What kinds of abuse would you say your student experiences. Why? Is there 

any difference with respect to gender, family or circumstance? 

 Can you give us some examples of abuse cases that happen here in your 

school? Who were the perpetrators of this abuse, what did you as a teacher 

do about it or how did the school handle it? 

 Corporal punishment has been prohibited from taking place in school, does 

it still take place here and why?  

 How does the school get informed about abuses? How often is abuse 

reported? What is done when children report abuse?  

 How does the school and people deal with the cases of child abuse in the 

community?  
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  Any suggestion on the way to move forward so that children are no longer 

abused. 

 

 

                                  

Appendix 5. Mixed focus group school A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4  Mixed focus group participants in school A  

 

       Names              Gender Age Class   

        M1Y                   Male 15 Form 3   

        M2Y                   Male 17 LS   

        M3Y                   Male 14 Form2   

        M4Y                   Male 16 Form 4   

        M5Y                   Male 16 Form 4   

        F1Y                Female 15 Form 3   

        F2Y                Female 16 Form 4   

        F3Y                Female 13 Form 2   

        F4Y                Female 11 Form 1 



 

282 

Appendix 6. Female Focus group school A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5  Female focus group school A   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               Name Gender Age Class  

                  F5Y Female 15 Form 4  

                  F6Y Female 14 Form 3  

                  F7Y Female 17 LS  

                  F8Y Female 13 Form 2  

                  F9Y Female 15 Form 4  

                 F10Y Female 16 form 4  

                 F11Y Female 12 Form 1  
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Appendix 7.  Male focus group school A 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6  Male focus group participants in school A 

 

 

 

 

 

Name Gender Age                 Class   

M6Y Male   17 LS   

M7Y Male   17 LS   

M8Y Male   14 Form 2   

M9Y Male   16 Form 4   

M10Y Male   16 Form 4   

M11Y Male   16 Form 4   

M12Y Male   15 Form 3   

M13Y Male   16 Form 3   

M14Y Male   15 Form 2 
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Appendix 8. Female focus group school B 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7   Female focus group participants school B  

 

 

 
  

Name  Gender  Age Class  

F5T  Female  17 Form 4  

F6T  Female  18 LS  

F7T  Female  17 Form 4  

F8T  Female  16 Form 4  

F9T  Female  15 Form 3  

F10T  Female  16 Form 4  

F11T  Female  14 Form 2  

F12T  Female  16 Form 3 
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Appendix 9.  Mixed Focus group school B 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 8  Mixed focus group participants school B 

 

 
  

             Name  Gender Age Class  

            F1T  Female 14 Form 2  

            M1T  Male 16 Form 4  

            M2T  Male 16 Form 3  

            M3T  Male 17 LS  

            F2T  Female 17 Form 4  

            F3T  Female 15 Form 3  

            F4T  Female 16 Form 4  

            M4T  Male 14 Form 1  
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Appendix 10.  Male focus group school B 

               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 9  Male focus group participants school B 

 

 

 
  

 

             Name  Gender Age Class 

               M4T  Male 16 Form 3 

               M5T  Male 17 Form 4 

               M6T  Male 17 LS 

               M7T  Male 15 Form 2 

               M8T  Male 16 Form 4 

              M9T  Male 15 Form 3 
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Appendix 11.  Map of the Centre Region 

                                                         

 

 

Figure 6  Map of the Centre province in Cameroon. Created by Rarelibra 
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Appendix 12. Map of the Northwest Region 

 

 

Figure 7 Map of the divisions of Northwest province in Cameroon. Created by Rarelibra  
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