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ABSTRACT 

Over the past ten years, the Butterfly Longitudinal Research Project has followed 128 
survivors of trafficking through their experiences in aftercare, reintegration, and beyond to 
better understand the recovery and reintegration of trafficking survivors within a Cambodian 
context. This paper focuses on the 19 males who were available to interview. Despite the 
project’s wealth of data and analysis, there are notable gaps regarding the male cohort. In 
response, this paper examines this cohort holistically, considering their statements and 
broader narratives, merging them with previous collective observations of the Butterfly 
Project. Throughout this paper, data indicates a pattern of violence among the male cohort. 
The paper finds high rates of both physical and emotional peer-to-peer violence during the 
male cohort’s time in residential care, as well as emotional violence from families following 
their community reintegration. Difficulties in work and school, frequent migration and 
housing instability are also prevalent. During aftercare, peer-to-peer violence is cited, with a 
majority describing a lack of trusting relationships. As respondents are reintegrated back into 
their communities, the majority report struggles with poverty and emotional violence from 
parents/carers. There is evidence of more positive peer relationships, fewer feelings of shame, 
and more trusting relationships. However, the majority still struggles with poverty, pressure 
to support their families, and poor emotional health. While peers are the primary source of 
violence experienced during aftercare, parents are most generally the source during the 
Reintegration and Life Beyond phases. Respondents describe deteriorating relationships with 
families/carers, increasing responsibility to be more independent, and continuing struggles to 
maintain their studies or employment. 
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HE BUTTERFLY LONGITUDINAL RESEARCH PROJECT is a 10-year research project fol-
lowing a select group of survivors of sexual exploitation and trafficking. The 

study’s purpose was to listen to the voices of survivors to gain an understanding of 
their perspectives and experiences as they are reintegrated into their communities 
and larger Cambodian society to better inform reintegration programming and poli-
cies, thus improving the quality of life for survivors. Since its inception, the Butterfly 
Project has generated a wealth of data as it followed the progress of 128 survivors of 
trafficking through their experiences in aftercare, community reintegration, and be-
yond NGO support.  

The Butterfly Project explored a range of thematic topics about which its NGO 
partners needed information, including stigma, experiences of the judicial system, fi-
nancial security and filial piety. While this wealth of data has helped bring about a 
better understanding of recovery and reintegration among trafficking survivors, most 
data analyses focused solely on the female cohort. This paucity of information with 
respect to the experiences of men and boys exists for a number of reasons, including 
social norms about masculinity and proscriptions from expressing emotions.  

In view of these gaps in data, this thematic paper is notably different from previ-
ous papers in the Butterfly Project series. Instead of exploring nuance within an ex-
pansive qualitative dataset, the current paper examines the male cohort data broadly 
and holistically, merging their statements and broader narratives with the collective 
observations of the Butterfly Project team over a six-year period (2011-2016). The 
discussion shapes itself around three analytical phases, following the male cohort as 
they: 1) resided in an aftercare shelter for survivors of human trafficking, 2) transi-
tioned out of shelter-life into a community re/integration programme, and 3) then 
their lives beyond all NGO support. Through this analysis, we hope to provide a 
stronger context for the somewhat limited set of male scholarship, develop an under-
standing of what this male cohort has faced during their years in and out of the care 
of an NGO and provide recommendations for future work and study with this popula-
tion. 

GAPS IN SCHOLARSHIP AND SERVICES FOR MALE VICTIMS OF 

TRAFFICKING AND SEXUAL VIOLENCE 

Gaps in research and services pertaining to male victims of sex trafficking have 
been documented, with health researchers commonly describing unsatisfactory qual-
itative data from male respondents, especially with regard to their emotional experi-
ences (Affleck et al., 2012). This is believed to be due to traditional values and gender 
role socialization that often limits emotional expression by males, especially in some 
migrant, ethnic and working-class communities (Levant et al., 2006; Levant, 2003).  

Over the past several decades, feminist scholars have greatly informed discourses 
about the sexual victimization of women and girls, purporting that it is rooted in re-
gressive, masculine gender norms that are unavoidably linked with violence (Heil-
man, 2008; Stemple & Meyer, 2014). While scholarship on gender and exploitation 
has become more intersectional and inclusive, the perception of men as perpetrators 
and women as victims remains the dominant paradigm for understanding vulnerabil-
ity to sexual exploitation (Ricardo & Barker, 2008; Stemple & Meyer, 2014). As one 
example, a promising report published by World Vision entitled ‘Commercial Sexual 
Exploitation of Children in Cambodia’ (Shaw, 2013) included only girls and neglected 
to consider boys' experiences.  

T 
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With growing evidence that the sexual exploitation of men and boys not only ex-
ists but is commonly underreported, the extent of research, policy, and practice di-
rected at males in the developing world continues to be inadequate (Adjei et al., 2017; 
Cockbain et al., 2017; Frederick, 2010; Hohendorff et al. 2017; Hounmenou, C., 2017; 
Moynihan, 2018). These research gaps can result in vulnerable boys not being identi-
fied as victims of exploitation or abuse, limited targeted and evidence-informed care 
to exploited males (Hohendorff, Habigzang & Koller, 2017; Mitchell et al., 2017), and 
an increased likelihood that victims will exhibit risky behaviours in adolescence and 
adulthood (Homma et al., 2012). 

In Cambodia, approximately 70 organizations work to address sexual exploita-
tion, but only three primarily target boys and young men. Furthermore, the only shel-
ter that housed boys in the country is now closed. Despite this reduction in service 
capacity, multiple grassroots studies in Phnom Penh, Siem Reap, Poipet, and Preah 
Sihanouk (Kampong Som) demonstrate significant and overlapping vulnerabilities to 
abuse and exploitation on the street (Davis, Blackburn, & Miles, 2020; Davis & Miles, 
2020; Davis, Miles, Eno, & Rowland, 2021) and within the sex-trade industry (Miles & 
Blanch, 2012; Miles & Davis, 2014), yet often avoid identifying victims as male due to 
assumptions about their gender (i.e. “a boy ought to be strong enough to protect him-
self from becoming a victim; if he can’t do that, then he’ll never be a ‘real man’”).  

Among the 128 participants in the Butterfly Project, only 22 were male, three of 
whom left the study within its first years. Nineteen males remained in the project 
throughout their reintegration back into the communities and for years following. It 
was apparent that the male qualitative data was considerably lacking in detail as com-
pared to their female counterparts. The Butterfly Project researchers would ask a sim-
ilar set of semi-structured questions to both sexes and, while the females would com-
monly tell stories and express their thoughts and feelings more freely, males tended 
to remain noticeably quieter, sometimes responding with only one or two words.  

SEXUAL ABUSE AND TRAFFICKING OF MEN AND BOYS IN 

CAMBODIA 

Miles and Thomas (2007) conducted a national survey of 1,314 school children 
aged 14 to 16 in Cambodia, concluding that 18.9% of boys said they had been sexually 
touched on the genitals since they were nine years old, as compared to 13.5% of girls. 
Moreover, 1.8% of boys and 0.6% of girls disclosed that they had been raped, a com-
paratively smaller number of those who responded. In a culture where boys are seen 
as unable to be raped, it is interesting that more boys disclosed their victimization 
than girls (Hilton et al., 2008; Miles & Thomas, 2007). Further, Miles and Thomas re-
ported that nearly one-quarter of each sex (23.5% of boys and 21.4% of girls) re-
ported that they had witnessed the rape of a child in their community. This difference 
in witnessing and experiencing rape among children in Cambodia led the researchers 
to reflect on the possibility that children who, themselves, have been raped were re-
luctant to say so and preferred to disclose that they have witnessed the rape of an-
other child instead. 

In 2008, Alastair Hilton, technical advisor at a Cambodian NGO supporting male 
victims of sexual abuse, published a report on the sexual abuse of boys in Cambodia. 
The report examined cultural misconceptions with respect to male sexual abuse, find-
ing deep traumas among survivors, in addition to ambivalence or even blame towards 
victims from service providers and child protection officials (Hilton et al., 2008). Ini-
tial research into the sexual exploitation of young men in Phnom Penh was conducted 
in 2012 (Miles & Blanch, 2012), as well as similar research in Siem Reap, Cambodia 
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(Davis & Miles, 2013). In 2014, Havey, Schafer, and Beer conducted research with men 
who buy sex from men, concluding that tourists and locals alike were avid buyers.  

In addition to examining young people in the sex trade, research has been con-
ducted on the unique vulnerabilities of street children in Phnom Penh (Davis et al., 
2021), on the Thai-Cambodian border (Davis & Miles, 2017), and in Sihanoukville in 
Cambodia (Davis & Miles, 2021). All concluded that, within these contexts, boys were 
more vulnerable to sexual violence than girls, in addition to also being vulnerable to 
physical and emotional violence. Although some limited research has been conducted 
with young men in the sex industry in Phnom Penh Sihanoukville and Siem Reap in 
Cambodia (e. g. Miles & Davis, 2014; Yi et al., 2015), the focus has nearly always been 
on sexual health, ignoring their holistic needs and wellbeing. The current study seeks 
to provide a holistic understanding of experiences and perceptions of male survivors 
of human trafficking as pertaining to their emotional and physical health, relation-
ships, and economic situation. 

METHODOLOGY 

The Butterfly Project used a mixed-method approach over the course of the ten-
year longitudinal study (Miles et al., 2014, 2020, 2021). Principally, the team used lon-
gitudinal survey tools, including both closed and open-ended questions. The team 
also utilized a number of qualitative data collecting activities such as focus group dis-
cussions, in-depth interviews, informal interviews, play, art projects, and participant 
observation. A key advantage of longitudinal research is that it allows for greater trust 
and rapport to be built with respondents over time while establishing a broad over-
view of their lives. As a result, stories became deeper and more nuanced as the re-
spondents shared aspects of their lives that they may not have in a one-off interview.  

In the fifth year of the project, the methodology shifted to a more qualitative ap-
proach, focusing more on producing thematic papers and exploring particular aspects 
of the respondents’ lives. The team believed that such a focus was more appropriate 
for capturing the nuances and intricacies of the respondents’ experiences (Miles et al., 
2014). At this point, the team conducted a baseline case study analysis on each par-
ticipant, compiling four-plus years of quantitative and qualitative data to document 
what is known, contradictory, and missing from each participant’s story. The case 
study analyses resulted in detailed narrative summary data for each participant. Mov-
ing forward in 2014, the Cambodian researchers of the Butterfly Project conducted 
qualitative in-depth interviews with each participant, which were then transcribed 
and translated. The current article performed a thematic analysis on the narratives 
and interviews from 2011-2015, coding themes and analyzing quotes pertaining to 
health, violence, relationships, economics, and resilience.  

ETHICS 

Annual reviews of the ethical process were conducted by the Royal Cambodian 
Government’s Ministry of Health National Ethics Committee, and careful monitoring 
was done of the processes using the ethics standards suggested by the United Nations 
Inter-Agency Project (2008) and Ennew et al. (2009). Participants could choose to 
withdraw from answering questions at any time. All personal data was kept confiden-
tial and securely stored under lock and key. A thorough description of the Butterfly 
Project’s ethical framework can be found in Miles et al. (2021). 
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RESPONDENTS 

The present paper draws from the male participants within the larger sampling 
of data collected by the Butterfly Project over a six-year period (2011-2016). The anal-
ysis examines the individual progression of 19 male members of the Butterfly Project 
throughout their aftercare and re/integration processes, providing an overview of 
themes and placing this data in the context of the larger Butterfly Project dataset. 
Males comprised about 17% of the total sample. At the beginning of the data collec-
tion of males in 2011, the male respondents’ ages ranged from 10 to 17 years; five 
participants were under age 12, eight between 12 and 14, and the remaining six par-
ticipants were 15-17 years old. The average age of the cohort was 13.3 years old. 

All males were in the same aftercare programme in 2011 when the project began, 
and each began their re/integration process within the same two-year window 
(2012-2014). As only one shelter care centre was in operation for boys, all went 
through similar programmatic activities and timeframes. In comparison with the fe-
male respondents, the males were younger and a more homogenous group in terms 
of age, remaining unmarried, and economic class. 

THEMATIC DATA ANALYSIS 

This paper merges the individual narratives and interviews of the male cohort 
over a six-year period with what was gathered about their social contexts and the col-
lective observations of the Butterfly Project team. Furthermore, since the members 
were part of the same shelter and community reintegration programme, each reinte-
gration narrative was similar enough for the longitudinal data to be divided into three 
subsequent phases, the amount of time spent in each phase averaging about two 
years:  

Aftercare is the residential shelter for survivors of human trafficking in which each 
participant stayed and from which they were recruited into the Butterfly Project 
study. During their time in these ‘aftercare’ shelters, the boys were provided room and 
board, meals, access to free healthcare, schooling, legal support, and counselling ser-
vices. Security was a fundamental issue for the aftercare shelters, especially if the par-
ticipant had an ongoing legal case against their trafficker. 

Re/integration refers to the two-year period of formal reintegration support from 
the NGO’s aftercare programme. The Butterfly Project team understands re/integra-
tion to be a complex and broader term which, in reality, encompasses all three analysis 
phases of this paper. 

Life Beyond is understood as the participants’ time post NGO intervention. Follow-
ing an average of two years residing within the aftercare shelter, two years of receiving 
reintegration programme support while in the community, the participant’s case files 
were closed by the NGO, and the services provided through the reintegration pro-
gramme were discontinued.  

After compiling the narratives, field notes, and anecdotal data from the team, the 
researchers conducted a thematic analysis of the cohort’s vulnerabilities and resilien-
cies over each of the three analysis phases. This required a systematic review of the 
complete compilation of narratives, field notes, and anecdotal information about the 
male cohort, pinpointing key themes or patterns in the data.  

This analysis produced eight key vulnerability themes and seven key resiliencies 
within each of the three phases of re/integration and analysis. Tables 1 and 2, pre-
sented below, illustrate how each theme was defined, building on common 
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understandings of each theme and contextualizing them for the Butterfly Project’s 
male cohort. 

Table 1. Vulnerability Themes 

1 Emotional Violence 

A form of psychological abuse which may have harmed a participants’ 

sense of self-identity, dignity, or self-worth. This theme included the fol-

lowing six sub-themes: 

a Discrimination 

The treatment of an individual differently (in a negative sense), based 

upon their association with a particular group or class. Among the But-

terfly Project’s male cohort, discrimination was predominantly based 

upon economic class, ethnic heritage, and/or perceived gender identity. 

b Disconnect/Isolation Had few or no healthy social and/or familial relationships. 

c Lack of trust 

Had little confidence that others did not have the respondent’s best in-

terests in mind. In most instances, this was directly quoted by respond-

ents and included parents, siblings, staff, peers, and community mem-

bers. 

d Feelings of shame 

Humiliation due to either previous actions or membership within a cer-

tain group or social identity. In many cases, this was associated with the 

respondents’ ethnicities or previous experiences of exploitation. 

f * Poor Emotional Health 
A broad term that encompassed various deepening negative emotions, 

including feelings of isolation and low self-esteem. 

e* Antagonism with Parents 
A general sense of disconnect and combativeness between the respond-

ents and their parents/carers. 

2 Physical Violence 
A respondent’s experience of physical force was committed against him 

with the intention of causing harm. 

3 Violent Behavior 
A respondent’s usage of violence (physical or verbal) against another 

individual with the intention of harming them. 

4 Difficulties in work/school 
Includes attendance, performance, and maintaining consistent studies 

(formal and/or vocational) or employment. 

5 Migration/Mobility 

Moving from one living environment to another. This may be due to 

changing foster care or family situations, poverty issues, experiences of 

violence, as well as migration for education and/or employment oppor-

tunities. 

6 Poverty Not having enough financial resources to meet one’s basic needs. 

*As time progressed through the re/integration process, the types and sources of emotional 
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Table 2. Resiliency Themes 

1 
Motivation for 
work/studies 

The respondent indicated that work and/or studies were a high priority in his 
life. 

2 Self-confidence The respondent indicated having trust in his abilities and judgments. 

3 
Supportive fam-
ily/carers 

It was apparent that the respondent’s family/carers gave him ample support 
and encouragement. This was through several means, including financial aid, 
emotional stability, guidance, and mentorship. 

4 
Positive relation-
ships with peers 

The respondent’s peer group were supportive, encouraged healthy choices, and 
gave the respondent notable enjoyment in his life. 

5 NGO Assistance 
Aid that is given to the respondent by means of NGO programming. This could 
include shelter, finance, casework, physical and/or emotional support. 

6 Economic stability 
The respondent’s individual and/or family’s financial situation was not burden-
some. They were able to afford basic necessities without borrowing money 
from lenders. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

Many factors could explain the more limited responses from the male Butterfly 
Project’s participants to interview questions. Reasons include, but may not be limited 
to the characteristics and expertise of the interviewers not supporting the cohort to 
feel more comfortable during interviews; the possible invasiveness of qualitative re-
search on sensitive and stigmatizing topics about which the boys may not have trusted 
the team enough to disclose; the boys’ autonomy to choose to share or refuse to share 
information; the trauma experienced by the participants and; social masculine ideals 
of stoicism that may inhibit young men’s ability to recognize or convey their feelings.  

There were significantly more vulnerability themes identified than themes of re-
silience. While we attempted to extract more resilience themes, these were limited in 
the data itself. This is largely due to the nature of questions asked by the researchers 
and subsequent narratives provided by respondents, both of which tended to focus 
more on challenges that the participants faced in their day-to-day lives rather than 
providing details on positive factors.  

RESULTS 

The following section explores the themes and patterns which emerge from the 
combined, verbatim transcripts of interviews with the male cohort. The themes and 
patterns are organized over the three phases of the boys’ recovery/reintegration ex-
perience.  

As mentioned, all respondents were part of the same shelter care program for 
child victims of human trafficking, exploitation, and abuse, as there was only one shel-
ter in Cambodia catering to the needs of male survivors at the time. The respondents’ 
ages upon entering the Butterfly Project ranged from 10-17 years of age with an av-
erage age of 13.3 years, making them all survivors of child sex trafficking. The length 
of time spent in aftercare varied, with some experiences lasting longer due to pending 
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court cases or family poverty issues, which made earlier reintegration potentially un-
safe. On average, the research assessed that boys remained in the shelter for slightly 
less than two years (1.83 years); the shortest was for less than one year, and the long-
est was four years. In the longest case, the respondent’s reintegration was delayed 
due to his chronic illness and family’s poverty level. Since the family was unable to 
provide for the respondent’s ongoing medical needs, it was decided that the respond-
ent would remain in aftercare until alternative support was available.  

EXPERIENCES IN RESIDENTIAL SHELTER FOR SURVIVORS OF 

HUMAN TRAFFICKING 

While several themes were apparent during their experiences in aftercare, peer-
to-peer violence was the most notable. Both physical and emotional violence from 
peers is strongly apparent in all but one of the respondents’ narratives from when 
they were in the shelter. Furthermore, the respondents indicated a general lack of 
trusting relationships during aftercare.  

Physical Violence 

Most boys (13 of 19) disclosed numerous accounts of physical violence from peers 
during their time in aftercare. Among this group, some boys appeared more strongly 
affected, describing the peer physical violence as a constant and continuing reality in 
the shelter. One respondent, 11-years-old at the time, cited numerous experiences of 
violent fighting between his peers and mentioned one instance in which he was left 
bleeding. At one point, he ran away from the shelter because of the level of violence; 
a common solution among the boys in the shelter: “I used to run away from the shelter 
because the other boys beat me. I was very angry.” 

In the majority of cases (11 of 19), the boys also acted violently towards their 
peers in the aftercare facility. One described numerous occasions in which peer 
fighting prompted him to hit back and become violent as well. He noted that other 
boys stopped playing with him because he became too rough. He also mentioned feel-
ing that the shelter staff did not like him, potentially because of his violence towards 
his peers. 

Qualitative data from 2011-2013 seemed to indicate a social hierarchy or power 
structure among boys. Age and the length of time spent in the aftercare centre ap-
peared to grant some boys greater social capital and, thus, they asserted more author-
ity over their peers. For some, this accrued social capital afforded them protection 
from violence while, among others, it appeared to give merit to their violence toward 
their peers.  

In some cases, the boys seemed to proactively use violent behavior as a defense 
against receiving physical violence. For example, one participant was somewhat older 
than other boys, yet he had a physical disability that prevented him from walking nor-
mally. During his first few months in aftercare, this made him uniquely vulnerable to 
violence from peers both in and out of the shelter. Over time, he became more domi-
neering and controlling over the other boys in the shelter, using violence and bullying 
his peers. This gained him the reputation as the “big boss” in the facility. His use of 
violence against the other boys seemed to hide his physical vulnerabilities and af-
forded him protection from violence.  
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Emotional Violence and Lack of Trusting Relationships 

Most respondents (15 of 19) mentioned being the recipient of various forms of 
emotional violence during their time in aftercare. In particular, this was seen in the 
form of discrimination and/or feeling disconnected from peers (13 of 19). Five de-
scribed discrimination and/or feeling disconnected from the shelter staff. Four youth 
chose to isolate themselves because of a lack of trust. For many, emotional and physi-
cal violence were often connected as a part of being bullied by the peers living with 
them in the facility.  

Five boys were targets of various forms of discrimination from their peers and 
individuals in the community. Their ethnicity, history of abuse, and socioeconomic 
status were cited as major reasons why they became targets for their peers. Several 
respondents were mocked by neighbors and within their schools because they had 
been sexually exploited. One respondent told the researchers that his uncle disclosed 
that he had been sexually abused by a monk to someone in the community. Eventually, 
the gossip spread throughout the community and the respondent was harassed. 

Two individuals were discriminated against because of their Vietnamese heritage, 
which is commonly looked down upon in many Khmer communities. In other cases, 
their discrimination was attributed to the respondent coming from a poor family or 
having certain physical features, such as curly hair or a cleft palate: 

I think I am discriminated against because of my ethnicity and because I used 
to be sexually exploited. They said Vietnamese steal Cambodian land. So, they 
do not want to talk to me. 

Among the 13 boys who felt disconnected from their peers in the aftercare shelter, 
six youth specified that this was due to the physical violence in the center. An 11-year-
old respondent had a number of difficulties connecting with peers because of discrim-
ination, violence, and fighting, leading him to attempt to run away from the shelter. 
Over time, his peer relationships appeared to improve as new boys who were brought 
into the shelter seemed to respect him, perhaps because he now had seniority over 
the newly arrived boys. Despite these new non-violent relationships, this participant 
continued to be teased and shamed by the other children in the center. 

While this boy’s peer relationships were quite difficult, he did have good relation-
ships with the shelter staff. Nevertheless, the boys had mixed feelings about the shel-
ter staff managing the bullying and fighting. While many trusted and felt protected by 
the shelter staff, others described apathy from staff members, and some alluded to 
staff members actively disliking their clients: 

Some shelter friends insult me by calling my mother a bad name. I used to 
inform the housemother about this, but she seemed to not care. 

In addition to peer violence, some boys felt disconnected from their families dur-
ing aftercare. This was particularly true in cases where the boys wished to be reinte-
grated back to their communities, but their families were hesitant to accept them 
back. This was often due to familial poverty, with parents and guardians not able to 
take financial responsibility for their child.  

Emotional Unrest About Family Poverty 

In addition to respondents feeling discriminated against because of their families’ 
poverty and their inability to be reintegrated, emotional anxiety about family debts 
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and poverty was notable throughout the cohort. Nearly half felt the effects of poverty 
in one way or another during their time in the shelter. Close to a third of the group (6 
of 19) cited anxiety or emotional unrest regarding their parents’ finances, specifically.  

Poverty was a significant challenge for most respondents, and some indicated a 
strong sense of responsibility to help their families to alleviate it. This was particularly 
true for one 14-year-old youth, who, during the first year of the study, described a 
disagreement between him and the shelter staff regarding how long he was to remain 
in the shelter:  

I feel responsible to pay debt because my family needs money to open a busi-
ness. So, I have to work and help my family.  

While this boy wished to be reintegrated sooner in order to assist his family with 
their financial responsibilities, the shelter insisted that he remain because his traffick-
ing case was pending in court. The team was able to meet with this respondent only 
once following his departure from the shelter programme in the spring of 2012. Dur-
ing this meeting, he reported that he was happy to be back living with his family and, 
although he has accrued debt for books that he purchased to sell on the street, he was 
not yet worried about paying it off. He mentioned that the NGO staff had told him they 
would only continue to support him if he moved back into the shelter. He told the team 
that he was disappointed and hated himself for being illiterate. Despite the research-
ers’ attempts to remain connected, contact with this youth was subsequently lost be-
cause he moved and changed mobile phone numbers frequently in his attempts to 
alleviate his family’s debt. 

Substance Use 

Alcohol, tobacco products, and drugs were used by four participants while in af-
tercare. Three of these four mentioned using methamphetamines, and another two 
used other drugs and alcohol. While it is possible that drug usage during aftercare was 
a coping strategy for trauma, violence, or emotional unrest, this connection was not 
clear in the qualitative interviews. 

Resiliencies During Aftercare 

Despite the risk of emotional and physical violence in the aftercare centre, the 
boy’s strengths and resiliencies were in evidence. Perhaps the most notable was hav-
ing consistent NGO support available to meet their basic needs. Furthermore, nearly 
a third of respondents indicated increased self-confidence and demonstrating a posi-
tive outlook on their abilities to succeed in their studies, work and relationships.  

While negative and often violent peer relationships occurred, strong positive alli-
ances with peers were also apparent. Even years after their re/integration, respond-
ents described the sense of having been in a family during aftercare. They also indi-
cated a shared identity in some of their more positive peer relationships in the facility. 
In later interviews, after the boys had been reintegrated back into the community for 
some time, a number continued to look fondly on some of the close ties that they had 
built during their aftercare experience. This could have been a product of their shared 
experiences of aftercare and reintegration.  

Lastly, even though it may not be a constructive resiliency, acting out against or 
bullying peers could be considered a form of resilience through self-preservation. For 
example, one respondent was initially bullied and abused due to his physical 
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disability. In response, he started using violence toward his peers, building his social 
capital, and developing the reputation of being the “big boss” in the shelter.  

The Reintegration Process 

Upon beginning their community reintegration, the respondents ranged from 12-
19 years of age, with an average age of 15.2 years. Financial support from the aftercare 
program was intended to last for two years after leaving. On average, the respondents 
spent slightly more than two years (2.2 years) with continued, predominantly finan-
cial support from the NGO when back in the community. The shortest reintegration 
period was less than one year, and the longest was three years. In several cases, com-
munity reintegration was abbreviated due to factors including migration for work, 
imprisonment, or running away from home. In other cases, the reintegration support 
period was extended due to cases of extreme poverty, migration, and lack of family 
support. As the youth began to reintegrate into their communities, negative changes 
were almost immediately notable due to the respondents’ struggles with poverty, dis-
closures of emotional and physical violence, difficulties in work and school, and hous-
ing instability. 

Poverty 

The majority of respondents (15 of 19) felt the effects of poverty in several ways 
as they reintegrated back to their communities, an increase from nine youth who men-
tioned a variety of effects of poverty while they resided in aftercare. Among the pre-
viously mentioned 15, three described lacking food, and seven had insufficient edu-
cation for gainful employment, and six could not live with their immediate families 
due to poverty. The Butterfly Project’s researcher team anecdotally mentioned that 
the male cohort and their families had significantly greater struggles with poverty 
compared to the female cohort. 

Poverty seemed to be an underlying issue with respect to most of the vulnerabili-
ties described during the participants’ reintegration, as they mentioned pressure to 
find work and earn money to support their families, largely due to debt. This pre-
vented many respondents from continuing their education and often became the rea-
son for emotional and physical violence. In other cases, lack of finances in local com-
munities drove their parents to migrate to Thailand for work, leaving the respondents 
without sustained care. One 12-year-old respondent often lived without parents or 
siblings upon reintegration because his relatives had all migrated for work. He de-
scribed a close relationship with his mother and had told her that he felt isolated 
when she and his siblings left. Throughout consecutive interviews, the team noted 
that this boy lost a significant amount of weight during his reintegration and was often 
ill. 

Emotional and Physical Violence 

There was a notable increase in emotional violence as respondents reintegrated 
back into their communities, increasing from 15 cases during their time in the shelter 
to nearly all respondents (18 of 19) mentioning some emotional violence upon rein-
tegration. Notably, the source of this emotional violence shifted from peers to family 
members. Disclosures of violence from parents/carers increased from zero to four, 
and disclosures of emotional violence from peers decreased by more than half, from 
13 to six. 
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Violence From Families and/or Carers 

Stressors associated with poverty provide the context in which most of the vio-
lence occurred. The increasing financial strain on families put pressure on some re-
spondents to start working - often causing them to stop their studies early. One re-
spondent frequently mentioned that talking about work or school resulted in him be-
ing beaten and insulted by his grandfather. Though he was eventually forced to stop 
going to school and, instead, to study to become a motor repairman, this boy still 
fought with his grandfather over his education, stating: 

My grandfather beats and blames me because I argue with him a lot, espe-
cially about my education. I stopped my schooling because I had no support 
for my studies from NGO anymore. So, I need to learn repair skills with my 
uncle, even though I don’t like it. 

A form of emotional violence was non-acceptance from families. Just under a third 
of the respondents (6 of 19) commented that their families did not wish them to be 
reintegrated. In most cases, this was because the families lacked the means to support 
the education and livelihoods of their children. An 18-year-old respondent was con-
fused when his mother did not want him to come home from the aftercare facility. 
While the respondent’s parents initially stated that they were unable to accept the 
child back financially, further information from the respondent’s step-father indicated 
a different reason: 

We didn’t really want [this respondent] to come home yet when the aftercare 
center sent him back. This boy is not like other kids. I previously sent him to 
another shelter in the province, but he ran away.  

The Butterfly Project team noted that this boy’s parents did not care greatly for 
their son’s well-being. This boy was finally, reluctantly, able to live with his family 
again because there were no other care alternatives for them to pursue.  

Violence From Peers and Community Members 

Emotional violence from peers was commonly disclosed by the male cohort. 
Nearly a third of boys felt disconnected from or discriminated against during their 
reintegration process; most of these cases involved being bullied. In contrast to the 
increase in emotional violence, instances of physical violence decreased slightly dur-
ing community reintegration (from 13 to 11). This decrease was due to the boys being 
removed from the high levels of peer-to-peer violence in the aftercare shelter. 

Shame and Lack of Trusting Relationships 

Four respondents felt shame as they were reintegrated back into their communi-
ties, a feeling not previously mentioned during aftercare. This is potentially due to the 
fact that, while in aftercare, the respondents were living with other boys who had 
shared a similar experience of trafficking or abuse. In the community, the respondents 
may have begun to perceive themselves as different from their peers. This was no 
doubt exacerbated by the sharp increase in stigma and discrimination mentioned by 
respondents on community reintegration.  

In addition to feelings of shame, more than one in four described a lack of trusting 
relationships in their communities. One 16-year-old told the team that he was afraid 
of stigma when his peers asked him why he had spent time in the shelter. This lack of 
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respect for his wish to keep his exploitation history confidential led him to distrust 
his community and isolate away from them: 

I do not trust or believe anybody because I noticed that when I share my story 
to others, they often share it to others. 

Difficulties in Work and School 

As previously noted, the boys had difficulties continuing their education upon re-
integration. Eight cited various difficulties in maintaining their work or studies, and 
nearly one-in-three quit entirely. Familial poverty seemed to drive most of these diffi-
culties, with families pressuring boys to quit school and pursue ways of generating 
income to support their families. One participant told the team that his guardian does 
not believe in the importance of finishing school and prefers that he take vocational 
training, with which he can earn money more quickly.  

Another respondent dropped out of school due to pressures to help support his 
family. In response, the NGO facilitating his reintegration identified a vocational train-
ing opportunity for him. Once this participant enrolled in the vocational program, he 
experienced continued antagonism from his family to earn money instead, coupled 
with negative peer relationships within the program. These factors were associated 
with this boy beginning to use inhalants, and, as a result, he was no longer able to 
attend his training courses regularly and, eventually, he left the program. 

Housing Instability 

For varying reasons, thirteen youth had significant housing instabilities during 
their reintegration periods. Among this majority, six had to move from their home 
communities to search for work, and five had to change accommodations because of 
violence at home or in their communities. Other reasons for housing instability in-
cluded: migration to avoid an exploiter who still lived in the community; international 
migration of a parent; migration due to a parent’s incarceration and/or release from 
prison and; moving for education. 

Housing instability also affected the attrition rate of respondents. Due to their fre-
quent and often erratic migration, the Butterfly Project team and supporting NGO lost 
contact with three boys within the first year of their reintegration back into the com-
munity, though two of these reconnected later. One respondent had illegally migrated 
to Thailand through a broker in hopes of finding work shortly after his reintegration. 
After three months, he returned to Cambodia because of both difficulties with Thai 
immigration police and the fact that he was unable to earn sufficient income. Two 
months later, he returned to Thailand but could only stay a little more than a month, 
explaining that there was no work available.  

Resiliency During Reintegration 

Despite the lack of stability during reintegration, some resiliencies were shown 
by several respondents. Ten respondents showed considerable motivation to work or 
study during reintegration, which is an increase from aftercare. Eleven respondents 
mentioned having supportive parents/carers, and eight referred to positive peer re-
lationships. Lastly, nearly all respondents continued to receive financial support from 
the NGO that provided their aftercare services.  
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Life Beyond NGO Support Services  

As respondents reached the end of the two-year formal reintegration support 
from the NGO, their social relationships seemed to improve moderately. The cohort 
described somewhat more positive relationships with peers, fewer feelings of shame, 
and fewer relationships lacking in trust. Despite these moderate improvements, the 
majority still indicated significant struggles with poverty, increasing pressure from 
families to earn income to support their needs, increasing difficulties in continuing 
work and/or school, and increasing struggles with poor emotional health. 

Continuing Struggles with Poverty 

Twelve youth described struggles with economic stability, with six feeling anxious 
about whether they could support themselves and their families. Six could not access 
regular meals, which was an increase of two from the reintegration analysis period. 
Four more individuals could not complete their education because struggles with pov-
erty. Eight respondents had to live separately from their families as a result of the eco-
nomic pressures, an increase of two cases from the respondents’ reintegration period. 
Separations were due to the respondents and their families having to migrate to dis-
tant provinces because of a lack of local employment opportunities. This either in-
volved the respondents leaving the family in search of employment or, for younger 
boys, the parents leaving them with guardians as they migrated for work elsewhere.  

Increasing Antagonism with Families 

A number of the respondents described increasingly antagonistic relationships 
with their parents, caregivers, and other family members. This was largely with re-
spect to respondents who already had histories of significant emotional violence 
within their families.  

My mother always blamed me. She promised me, in front of [the NGO] staff 
before they reintegrated me, that she would support and encourage me, but 
she did not. She always blamed me. She blamed me every day. 

Half of the cohort described discrimination or other forms of emotional discon-
nect from parents/carers. Some of this seemed to stem from pressure from parents 
and carers to earn more money to support their families further, particularly as time 
progressed and the respondents became older. The Butterfly Project team noted that 
as time progressed, more and more interview time was spent discussing these devolv-
ing familial relationships and their feelings associated with them.  

In three cases, respondents disclosed being shamed and stigmatized by their par-
ents with respect to their sexual exploitation. One commented that his father looks 
down on him and calls him names because he was sexually exploited. He was afforded 
no other care or support from other members of the family during his distress. De-
spite his lack of family support, he was still expected to earn money for them.  

Additionally, some antagonism from parents/carers likely stemmed from previ-
ously violent or tumultuous relationships. One respondent described a difficult family 
context and commented that his regular interviews with the Butterfly Project team 
were the only times he felt able to express his thoughts and feelings, as he has no one 
else to share them with. While his biological father was no longer a part of the re-
spondent’s daily life, he disclosed that his father had once sold him and his brother: 
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I pity my mother more than him because my biological father used to sell me 
and my brother. He sold us to someone else, and my mother sold her jewelry 
to take us back. My mother became poor because of him. 

Increasing Difficulties in Work/School 

As the two-year reintegration programme ended, difficulties in work and school 
increased from five respondents in the reintegration period to 11 respondents after-
ward. Six youth lacked the ambition to continue their work or schooling, and five ad-
ditional participants quit these altogether.  

In nearly all of these cases, family support was significantly lacking, with a number 
of the respondents having left to support themselves emotionally and financially. The 
respondents were often left living on their own or being moved between houses. For 
example, once a 15-year-old boy’s reintegration programme funding ended, his 
mother expected him to become financially independent and refused to support him. 
This forced him to leave school and sell lottery tickets to meet his daily needs. His 
mother worked in a distant province and occasionally sent money to his sister, how-
ever unfortunately, these came with instructions that he was not to receive any of the 
money as he was expected to take care of himself.  

Due to this increasing pressure to financially support their families, the youth of-
ten took up careers or vocational training programs in areas of work in which they 
had no interest. In addition to this, difficulties in maintaining studies or employment 
seemed rooted in emotional health, leading to combativeness with employers, depres-
sion, and a general lack of ambition.  

Poor Emotional Health 

While no specific or diagnostic questions on emotional health were included dur-
ing the interviews, it was notable that eight respondents demonstrated a decline in 
emotional health. This trend manifested itself in various ways, including low self-es-
teem, severe anxiety, combativeness at home and work, isolation from family or peers, 
and suicidal thoughts and actions.  

Field notes from a series of interviews with one respondent indicated potential 
unresolved trauma in relation to his sexual exploitation nearly seven years later. The 
respondent expressed persistent anxiety about people in his community finding out 
about what happened to him. He was often unwilling to visit his hometown because 
the people from his village know about his abuse.  

Another respondent, aged 19 in 2015, reported continuing difficulties maintain-
ing stable employment due to his persistent anger and combativeness with his em-
ployers. These traits continued from when he was in aftercare when he used these as 
a defense mechanism to protect from the vulnerability that he is disabled. Interview 
transcripts showed severe and escalating anxiety in regard to his ability to provide 
income for his family. This anxiety appeared to have been a contributing factor to the 
respondent’s increased substance use. Disclosed in the last interview of 2015, anxiety 
about his family’s economic burdens and his inability to contribute - seemingly to the 
standard that he expects of himself - has also led to thoughts about suicide:  

We are in debt. I feel sad about this matter so much! Sometimes, I want to 
commit suicide by taking poison pills! 
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Despite intervention attempts from both the Butterfly Project and the NGO shelter 
in which he had formerly resided, this participant sadly committed suicide in 2018. 

Depression and feelings of isolation were common themes for two brothers who 
went through NGO care together. These feelings were exacerbated when one brother 
was arrested for possession of drugs, leaving the other alone in the community. In a 
2015 interview, the researchers asked how he felt about his brother being incarcer-
ated: “When I see him, there, I feel my tears drop.” 

Increased Drug Use 

While only two respondents discussed substance use with methamphetamines 
following the close of their reintegration support, two others were unable to partici-
pate in interviews because they had been arrested for drug use and possession. This 
suggests that substance use may be a much larger issue than what the interviews 
seemed to reveal. Methamphetamines, locally called “ice,” were used in all four of 
these cases.  

With one 21-year-old respondent, substance abuse seemed to be clearly con-
nected to his emotional health, being used as an escape. This young man appeared to 
have experienced trauma, given his inability to maintain employment and provide for 
his family and, potentially, as a way to deal with the significant emotional violence that 
he experienced from various family members.  

Another 22-year-old male was unavailable to be interviewed due to his drug-re-
lated arrest. In interviews prior to his arrest, this young man showed signs of emo-
tional instability and low motivation for work, changing employment multiple times 
a year. His mother, previously his sole caregiver, was killed while this respondent was 
in the NGO shelter. He was reintegrated back to his province to live with his uncle but, 
as a result of an unhealthy relationship with him, moved out of his uncle’s house 
shortly afterward. This resulted in a continuously unstable home life. The unresolved 
tragedy of his mother’s death, his seeming rebelliousness against expectations of him, 
and an unstable relationship with his uncle appear to have had a corrosive effect on 
this man’s stability after reintegration back into his community. His uncle told the But-
terfly Projects researchers in 2015 that he hopes his nephew is kept in jail for a long 
time because of the trouble gets in while in the community: 

I wish the police would keep him in prison for longer because if he only stays 
for a short time, he will continue to be the same; using drugs and involved 
with a gang group. 

RESILIENCIES FOLLOWING REINTEGRATION SUPPORT  

Despite the number of individuals who indicated a growing antagonism between 
them and their families, ten youth described some emotional or financial support 
from their families. While this support did not necessarily come directly from parents 
or guardians, nearly all described at least one family member who provided them 
some support. One respondent emphasized his close connection with his family since 
the beginning of the Butterfly Project in 2011. In 2015, he had trouble passing the 
national exam and graduating the 9th grade. Instead of becoming angry with him, his 
mother encouraged him to study hard and continue trying. Despite his family’s prob-
lematic finances, his parents supported him beyond his daily schooling and enrolled 
him in supplemental instruction for English and Thai. His mother told the team that 
she loves having her son back home and that he is always keen to help with household 
work as she requests. 
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Additionally, ten youth indicated having positive relationships with peers, two 
more than during the reintegration analysis phase. In a 2015 interview, one respond-
ent spent much of his time talking about his friends at school and in the community. 
He joked that his new nickname is “SMS Master” - supposedly because of his speeding 
texting abilities.  

Though poverty throughout the group was still a significant concern, financial sta-
bility appeared to be increasing for four youth, one additional participant from the 
reintegration phase. This suggests that some boys and their families continued to 
overcome financial obstacles. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The following section reflects upon the preceding themes and patterns that 
emerged throughout the three analytical phases of this paper. Considering the full 
range of experiences, the interviews indicated distinctive patterns of violence, partic-
ularly emotional violence throughout. In many cases, the violence took place within a 
context of antagonistic family relationships and superficial social connections. The 
Butterfly Project team speculated that this isolation and emotional suppression could 
be the result of unresolved trauma, layered upon cultural expectation for males in ru-
ral Cambodian society. Furthermore, as time passed, the respondents increasingly ex-
perienced pressure to earn money to support their families, which pushed some to 
end their educational or vocational training programs early in order to start work as 
soon as possible. Some of this may be related to rigid gender norms or culturally im-
bued expectations for males, especially with regard to emotions.  

LACK OF EMOTIONAL SUPPORT 

Lacking trusting relationships and a seeming inability to express emotions was 
evident in many interviews, illustrated through respondents struggling to maintain 
stable employment, persistent anger and combativeness, substance abuse, and sui-
cidal thoughts and actions. However, despite some participants’ seemingly callous and 
combative exteriors, the Butterfly Project team noted that they looked forward to the 
interviews. As well, some described the interviews as their only opportunity to ex-
press how they think and feel. One respondent never disclosed any of the information 
he gives to the Butterfly Project to others: 

In my daily life, I would not dare to talk to anyone about these things. 

The Butterfly Project team conducted individualized and confidential interviews, 
with active and attentive listening as the primary goal. The team strove to provide a 
safe space in which the boy’s thoughts and emotions could be validated as real and 
important. This seemed in stark contrast to the environments in which the boys lived 
day-to-day. Their interviews seemed to be a much-needed space in which they could 
express pent-up emotions - something that appeared especially true as the youth pro-
gressed through the reintegration process and subsequent conclusion of NGO sup-
port.  

Poor or inconsistent relationships with family and community members were an 
overarching theme among respondents who were isolated or unable to express their 
emotions. Thus, it may be important to consider the potential therapeutic impact of 
the rapport between the respondents and the Butterfly Project team as it provided 
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the participants with a relationship based on empathy and unconditional positive re-
gard, a core concept in client-centered therapy, developed by Carl Rogers (1951), 
which provides unconditional acceptance and support, regardless of what that indi-
vidual says or does.  

This recommendation for a consistent and empathic relationship between an NGO 
and their clients is of particular importance in that so much of it relies on trust. The 
Butterfly Project team noted that most of the boys had had experiences that left them 
questioning trust with respect to their aftercare programme, including broken prom-
ises, loss of contact, lack of individual time with the NGO staff, and lack of confidenti-
ality regarding the youth’s circumstances. Given the larger context of unstable or un-
trusting relationships, NGOs who work with male survivors must take special care to 
follow through and maintain a child-first approach with the relationships with their 
clients. 

FILIAL PIETY 

The male cohort was much younger and came from backgrounds of significantly 
more poverty than the female Butterfly Project cohort. Previous Butterfly Project re-
search indicated mounting pressure among the female cohort to be “good daughters” 
and “good women,” in comparison with the male cohort, who seemed not to feel as 
much responsibility to pay their parents’ debts (Smith-Brake et al., 2015). While true, 
in a comparison of the significantly older female cohort with the younger, more finan-
cially disadvantaged male cohort, the reason for the differences seems not to be gen-
der but age. The males were an average of about five years younger than females and 
likely felt less responsible for paying their family’s debts, as younger children are less 
likely to be expected to support their families. As the male respondents aged, however, 
they indicated increased pressure to earn money to support their families. This was 
sometimes to an unhealthy extent, with one respondent describing anxiety to the 
point of contemplating and, later, committing suicide.  

Given their ages and the existing gender-based social expectations, the male co-
hort generally demonstrated significant anxieties with meeting their families’ most 
basic needs. In future studies on male survivors of trafficking and abuse in Cambodia, 
it would be important to garner a further understanding of masculinity within Cam-
bodian society, asking questions exploring what it means to be a “good Cambodian 
male youth.”  

NAVIGATING RIGID GENDER NORMS  

The Butterfly Project team described many boys as “stoic” or “silent” during their 
interviews, often lacking expression in reaction to questions about how they think 
and feel. The respondents seemed as though they needed to act tough and avoid ex-
pressing any strong emotions. An earlier study on the sexual abuse of Cambodian boys 
(Hilton et al., 2008) concluded that “team discussions and later comments confirmed 
that boys are not expected to cry, but be strong, solve their own problems and ‘act like 
a man’ from an early age.” This indicates a powerful expectation of men to be strong 
while navigating challenges such as poverty and supporting their families.  

Despite being relatively unforthcoming about their own feelings, the cohort spoke 
more when talking about concrete or third-person topics. This phenomenon has been 
well-documented among qualitative researchers (Affleck et al., 2012; Duncombe & 
Marsden, 1993). Some research in the field of psychology understands this phenom-
enon to be partly gender role socialization (Levant, 2003), in which male emotional 
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expression is suppressed throughout childhood by mothers, fathers, and peer group 
socialization. Thus, as boys grow up, they lack the vocabulary to express their feelings 
and emotions (Affleck et al., 2012). By contrast, females are more commonly asked 
about their feelings and are often expected to take on a nurturing role in families; thus, 
they develop a greater capacity of expressing their emotions. 

We propose the need for more research regarding gender norms and expectations 
on males, particularly within a rural Cambodian context. This may be especially im-
portant among survivors of sexual violence, as the identity of “victim” may be per-
ceived to conflict with the over-arching social identities and cultural expectations of 
masculinity within Cambodian culture.  

It is important that cultural realities are taken into consideration in developing 
methodological approaches to male respondents. For instance, semi-structured or 
‘open-ended’ questioning has become an essential aspect of qualitative research prac-
tice. This long-form interview is often considered a key part of researching vulnerable 
populations (Affleck et al., 2012). It gives respondents the freedom and space to com-
municate their thoughts and feelings. However, given male identity and gender norms, 
asking emotionally sensitive questions can challenge the ways that some males have 
been socialized to behave, leaving them emotionally vulnerable and avoiding conver-
sations (Schwalbe & Wolkomir, 2002).  

COMPOUND TRAUMA  

Alongside the needed recovery and reintegration associated with their individual 
cases of exploitation, an overwhelming number of boys also had other severe and 
compounded traumas, which complicated their ability for a healthy recovery. These 
traumas included deaths of family members, physical disability, negatively perceived 
physical appearance, extreme poverty, family violence, family breakdown, discrimina-
tion, and the imprisonment of a loved one. 

Aftercare programming provided counselling and other forms of support to deal 
with specific cases of exploitation and violence. While this is needed, it is also im-
portant to consider the larger context of violence and trauma that may affect recovery 
and the difficulties integrating into a society with strict preconceived understandings 
of how a ‘man’ should feel and behave. In addition, NGO programming largely focuses 
on poverty alleviation, which may neglect the numerous traumas and the complex 
emotional needs of male survivors. The Butterfly Project team noted that providing a 
safe and smooth integration into an aftercare program is often a challenge for the staff 
and house parents. In view of this, and based on the findings of this report, the devel-
opment and diversification of male-orientated community-based counselling and so-
cial services are needed.  

CONCLUSION 

Generally, the themes from the analysis identified poor social connections and lit-
tle emotional support from peers and family members as problematic for the male 
respondents. Physical and emotional violence were common throughout aftercare, re-
integration, and ‘life beyond analytical phases. While peers were the primary source 
of the violence during aftercare, parents are most commonly the instigators during 
the other phases. As time progressed, respondents were expected to be more inde-
pendent, and many struggled to maintain studies or employment and describe dete-
riorating relationships with families.  
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Prior to this analysis, the Butterfly Project team was aware of the large gaps in 
information regarding the male cohort in comparison to the female cohort. To close 
these gaps, it is important to consider that disclosure of sensitive information re-
quires a strong rapport and the development of healthier, more trusting relationships 
in which emotions can be expressed and vulnerabilities revealed.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE  

Aftercare programmes for survivors of human trafficking, exploitation, and abuse 
should develop a stronger understanding of the underlying cultural and gender-based 
beliefs that isolate boys from expressing their feelings and receiving support. It is im-
portant to invest in the development of male-specific emotional support systems to 
overcome gendered assumptions, including counselling and program follow-up. Pos-
itive, lasting, and community-based mentor relationships are needed to create a reg-
ular, sustainable, safe space for boys and men to discuss their emotions and experi-
ences with a trustworthy adult. Initiatives such as this could aid in challenging harm-
ful masculine gender norms and develop a cultural context in which males feel safer 
to express themselves. 

Given the apparent isolation and instabilities within family and community rela-
tionships, it is important for aftercare and reintegration services to spend more time 
working with families with respect to how they can better understand survivors’ 
needs. The Butterfly Project interviews suggest the need for local authorities to pro-
vide better care and support for substance misuse. Numerous boys mentioned that 
follow-up interviews with their aftercare programme were conducted in the company 
of their parents or carers, which likely limited honest discussion. NGOs need to clearly 
state their commitment to the client following reintegration, including how many 
times social workers will visit and what ongoing services will be provided. Further, as 
a means of developing survivor-centred services, NGOs should allow greater survivor 
involvement in their aftercare’s decision-making of programming to meet their needs. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Numerous male respondents were ridiculed in their families and communities for 
their histories of sexual exploitation. Research should examine how the respondents 
and their families understand the impact of this on their children in the context of 
related gender biases. An initial question might be, “Are males more likely to experi-
ence negative social consequences when they suffer sexual violence due to cultural 
gender assumptions?” 

Individual and cultural perceptions and expectations of gender among male and 
female survivors of sexual exploitation should also be explored. Research could ask 
specific gender questions such as, “What does a good man act like?” and, “Why is this 
important?”  

For qualitative researchers, semi-structured, ‘open-ended’ questions have be-
come an essential part of research methodologies. However, such questioning may be 
too uncomfortable when exploring emotionally sensitive topics, especially with 
males. Future research could explore how to better encourage emotional expression. 
For example, arts therapy and visual storytelling methodologies emphasize the re-
spondent as teacher and the researcher as learner (Schwalbe & Wolkomir, 2002). This 
could result in male respondents feeling powerful and in control, lessening vulnera-
bility and encouraging dialogue. It would also be useful for future research to 
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investigate whether there is an increase in risky behaviours in adolescence and adult-
hood among child survivors (Homma, et al., 2012). 

Discussions about coping strategies and key resiliencies in aftercare, emphasizing 
peer and family violence, would be helpful. Additionally, exploring in-group/out-
group relationships among young survivors of violence, emphasizing how to interrupt 
power structuring and create safer, healthier environments in aftercare, would also 
be beneficial. Potential causes for substance misuse, including the impact of the vio-
lence and isolation should also be explored, as well as the long-term impacts of con-
sistent respondent-researcher relationships. 

To conclude, the need for more research on boys and young men who are sex-
trafficked is emphasized. To echo Josenhans et al. (2020), researching and building 
programs specifically for male survivors of sex trafficking does not minimize the dire 
situations faced by many girls and women throughout the world but instead acknowl-
edges and responds to the sexual exploitation of boys and men.  
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