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This publication documents the process, partnerships, and lessons learned from the Philippine’s 
experience conducting a National Baseline Study on Violence Against Children. In its initiatives to 
explore becoming a Pathfinder Country in the Global Partnership to End Violence Against Children, the 
Government of the Philippines and the National Baseline Steering Committee responsible for research 
guidance are sharing this publication as part of a vision to create a global community free from 
violence. 



n 2010, the Philippines agreed to undertake a 
National Baseline Study on Violence against Children 
(NBS-VAC). In doing so, the country joined a growing 

global movement to better ensure the world’s children 
are protected from the impacts of violence. 

The aim of the study was to provide the country with a 
more accurate and holistic picture of not only the extent 
of violence, but also the underlying drivers and the 
resulting impacts on children and society. 

As the first country in the region to begin such an 
undertaking, and with only a limited number of other 
countries in the world having completed similar studies, 
the Philippines was venturing into relatively uncharted 
territory. Those who set out on the initial voyage admit 
that the ensuing five years marked a period of sometimes 
agonisingly slow progress. From national fundraising 
setbacks and methodology debates to local political 
dilemmas and the world’s strongest recorded typhoon, 
the journey unfolded in a high-stakes chronicle of trials 
and challenges. 

Ultimately, however, the achievements seen today 
demonstrate the commitment and persistence of an 
initial core group of advocates and stakeholders. The 
successes reveal how partnerships were forged, lessons 
adapted, and how localized innovation assisted in 
obtaining the critical information now available to those 
working in all areas of child protection. 

Research on Violence 
Against Children (VAC) in 
the Philippines
Demonstrating a commitment to building 
partnerships and overcoming obstacles
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iolence Against Children (VAC) remains a pressing issue confronting every country in the world. In 
all spheres of life – at home or school, in the community, workplace and even institutions – children 
are exposed to physical, emotional and sexual abuse, outright neglect and trafficking. The physical 

and emotional harm can be devastating with impacts often lasting a lifetime and beyond and many victims 
becoming perpetrators of violence later in life. The additional costs to society also continue years later in 
terms of health care, child welfare, criminal justice, and the value of lost future productivity and earnings.

The Philippines is no exception to such problems. Thousands of Filipino children are robbed of their 
childhood and suffer lifelong developmental impacts, including severe injuries, disability, and even death. 
Other impacts include mental and physical health troubles that last through adulthood, such as anxiety, 
depression, cardiovascular disease and health-risk behaviours including smoking, alcoholism, drug abuse and 
sexual promiscuity. 

The research summarized in this document was undertaken following the 2006 UN report on VAC 
recommending that evidence was central to understanding the problem of violence. It also follows on 
recent global and national-level planning to meet the Sustainable Development Goals set for 2030. The 
inspiration stems from the understanding that the first step in preventing violence and its impacts is a better 
understanding of the extent of the problems, the types of violence, and the consequences.

V
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ince 2007 – when Swaziland conducted the first Violence against Children Survey (VACS) – more 
than 20 countries, now including the Philippines, have undertaken their own surveys to contribute to 
global and regional VAC research.

The Philippine’s commitment in 2010 to undertake its own national study – the first country in the region 
to do so – follows on the country’s recognition as an active regional leader in the VAC movement. A prime 
example is how the country has enacted a series of legal protections, many of which adhere to the highest 
international standards. However, in spite of these laws, a dearth of national data and a lack of reporting 
mechanisms have rendered many less effective than intended. Consequently, initiatives taken by national 
institutions and international organizations have long remained insufficient, and at times even irrelevant 
and inappropriate. Additionally, prosecutions and convictions of perpetrators of VAC have remained 
disproportionately low, with little change over the years.  

The completion of the NBS-VAC marks a watershed moment in addressing these challenges and is widely 
recognized as a vital undertaking that will lead to a clearer and more accurate picture about the extent and 
magnitude of violence against Filipino children and youth. 

While it has taken nearly six years to complete data collection and release findings, the country has gained 
tremendous experience and constructed a variety of expansive partnerships in the process – an experience 
worth sharing. 

S
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imited resources, particularly a lack of Government funding, posed one of the most formidable 
challenges to the study’s early implementation. In the past, African countries that had undertaken 
similar, earlier research were able to draw on CDC funding that recognized a link between sexual 

violence and HIV. But no similar allocations were available for the Philippines.

In 2011, UNICEF Philippines made an initial commitment of US$ 200,000, later bolstered by an additional 
US$ 100,000. UNICEF urged the Philippine Government to match its contribution by building on existing 
resources from the nation’s census or other nationally-conducted research. Unfortunately, agreement on 
where the funding would most appropriately be drawn from was not immediately reached. 

Two years later, in 2013, prepared with a fresh research proposal and the assurance of additional funding 
from UNICEF, the National Steering Committee (NSC) obtained its needed resources by partnering with 
the University of the Philippines Manila and securing a grant from the Consuelo Zobel-Alger Foundation, a 
private-partner institution. 

L
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ince the first national study on VAC conducted in Swaziland nearly 10 years ago, UNICEF and the 
Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), under the Department of Health and Human Services 
in the US, established a strategic partnership that provided much-needed support and guidance to 

subsequent studies in other countries. UNICEF and the CDC built a similar partnership in the Philippines.

However, as a multi-language, multi-cultural archipelago, combined with the presence of armed conflict, and 
a high risk of natural disasters, the Philippines carried a unique set of challenges and a clear need to adapt 
the global research tools and processes to a local context. Also, unlike other countries that had already 
undertaken national VAC studies, the Philippines had a strong research tradition with substantial research 
capacity, established institutions and experience. The country was naturally eager to develop a study under 
national ownership of the processes.

From the beginning, the Philippine research team set out reviewing and discussing the most appropriate 
research tools and methods for the country. This included learning from other country’s experiences, 
extensive teleconferences with the CDC, UNICEF regional and global offices, and gathering feedback from 
local researchers and experts on how to contextualize the country’s unique characteristics. Additionally, as 
a country with a robust tradition of research and related experience the Philippines came equipped from the 
outset with an eye toward ensuring that tools and processes were locally appropriate. This rapidly lead to 
the decision to deploy a variety of research methods, including both quantitative and qualitative approaches. 

Researchers identified the need to include issues such as bullying, cyber-violence, community violence, 
neglect, disaster-related violence, and risk factors such as household dysfunction, disability, children in 
conflict with the law, and children in armed conflict.  

© UNICEF Philippines/2016/GCalvelo
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In parallel, as the group considered the CDC’s data collection methods, particularly the previous use of 
netbooks (and other country’s experiences, including some children thinking they were being photographed 
by the netbooks), the decision was made to use paper and pencils instead of notebook technology.

Proceeding independently

The Philippines eventually opted to proceed independently of CDC’s leadership. Combined with lessons 
taken from the “CogLab Experience” (see sidebar) as well as the Philippine’s need to better contextualize its 
approach, the choice resulted in the study taking a somewhat unique format among preceding countries. 

The eventual NBS-VAC strategy deployed on the ground reflected a variety of distinctive Filipino needs and 
issues, including: 

• A mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods in data gathering.
• Expanded instrumentation covering all forms of violence against children and youths in all spheres 

of their lives, including cyber-bullying, the impacts of parental migration on left-behind children, and 
disaster situations

• Culture, gender, and age-appropriate data collection methods, including translating the questionnaire 
into several local languages

• A systematic literature review
• An encompassing response plan for distressed respondents

The Philippine NBS-VAC questionnaire thus became more comprehensive than the CDC version in order to 
respond more fully to the local context. 

The ultimate decision for the Philippines to proceed independent of CDC resulted from an inability to 
synch various technical experts’ schedules and the execution of field research. However, in spite of these 
difficulties, there was a persistent, commitment by both CDC and UNICEF to work together, emphasizing 
the importance of maintaining global comparability with other ongoing studies, and to benefit from regional 
and global learning and sharing of experience through use of similar research tools and methods. As a 
result, CDC continued to support the design of tools and strategies, while their technical advice guided the 
development of the final research proposal and training of field staff. 

Governance 

The leadership of the Philippine government was also a driving force toward adapting the research tools.
The Council for the Welfare of Children (CWC) was established with a dedicated mandate to: 

• Initiate, promote and advocate adoption of policies and measures to protect child rights
• Build strong networks, partnerships and coordination mechanisms to ensure concerted efforts in the 

initiatives addressing children’s rights
• Create an environment that enables children to develop their full potentials
• Facilitate institution-building of partners and other stakeholders
• Monitor and evaluate the implementation of policies and programs
• Undertake research and development activities

The existence of a body such as CWC demonstrates the Philippine government’s strong belief that 
research, coordination, and institution building are crucial elements in child protection. 
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The CogLab Experience

As part of its effort to gauge the relevance of previous globally-designed questionnaires, the 
Philippines put its questionnaire to a Cognitive Laboratory (CogLab) Study in Manila in 2012. The 
purpose was to test: 

• feasibility of collecting data given the sensitivity of the questions and age of respondents
• assurance that the meaning of terms and concepts were clearly understood by respondents
• impact of the length of the questionnaire and ordering of sections on the administration 

procedure
• ability of respondents to distinguish between types of violence and recall specific personal 

experiences 

Consultants from CDC tested the VAC English questionnaire with Filipino teenagers, while 
consultants from UP Manila conducted simultaneous testing of a Filipino-translated questionnaire. 

Collecting honest and accurate reports from children on the issue of sexual violence required special 
attention. Stigma and distress surrounding the topic were feared to potentially cause underreporting 
and inaccuracies. A final recommendation was made to use unambiguous questions and terms in 
order to avoid vague questions and/or responses.

Ultimately the CogLab experience allowed cultural validation and revision of the questionnaire and 
enabled Filipino researchers to identify possible cultural conflicts. It also provided a preview of the 
face-to-face VACS interview process and many of the perceptions and misconceptions of Filipino 
children and youth on VAC issues.
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ENSURING ETHICS

part from resources, and reaching agreement on appropriate research methods and tools, obtaining 
ethical clearance from a reputable review board grew to become one of next the largest challenges 
for the NBS-VAC. 

Issues concerning violence, sexuality and children are cultural taboos in the Philippines, and ethical reviews 
of research on such sensitive topics are highly scrutinized. At the same time, extensive measures to protect 
child respondents had to be soundly in place with extensive training for interviewers on informed consent, 
anonymity, privacy and confidentiality. Additionally, the team had to ensure the ability to minimize risk 
to respondents, react to children in distress, and provide immediate response and referral services when 
needed, all while preserving the benefits of the research. 

The inclusion of participants aged 13-17 and securing parental consent proved the most significant hurdle. 
The NSC had followed CDC protocol using WHO guidelines on studies concerning violence against women, 
which states that full-disclosure to parents of the study’s objectives could challenge the integrity and even 
the safety of some respondents. However, the Philippines National Ethics Committee (under the Council 
for Health Research and Development) rejected portions of the study for children under 18. The CDC and 
UNICEF guidance on VAC research rejects parental consent for children’s participation, particularly where 
parents are informed of the full content and purpose of the VAC study; thus allowing parents who may be 
perpetrators of VAC in the home to stop their children from participating.  Study results would be skewed 
as a result.  It was also emphasized by UNICEF that the study needs to include the voices of children, 
thus involving only those over 18 would not provide an opportunity for children who have been victims of 
violence to speak out.

Recognizing the critical nature of including children under 18, the NSC, after much deliberation, took their 
case to the UP Manila Review and Ethics Board, considered even more stringent on research with children, 
but which ultimately voted in favour of proceeding. 

Ultimately, the Philippine’s experience demonstrated the need to carefully strike a balance between meeting 
research objectives while protecting child respondents from distress. Discussions included the following.
 

• Do researchers serve the interest and welfare of children by making them the subject of research, 
while at the same time potentially compromising their safety or causing them distress? 

• The potential risks/threat of parental consent/ full disclosure to parents in VAC research, noting the 
risk of excluding children who have been abused by their parents. 

• How to appropriately inform communities about VAC research, and more importantly how to follow 
up and share results/outcomes.  

• Should researchers remain objective to maintain research confidentiality, or should they act to 
respond to children’s distress resulting from intrusive interviews?”

Researchers designed a response team and accompanying plan aimed at ensuring any children visibly upset, 
expressing fear for their safety, having been a victim of abuse, or requesting assistance while completing 
the questionnaire were provided with referral services.1 In their design process, researchers also considered 
findings from past studies examining the impacts on children of questions about exposure to violence, 
sexual assault and family maltreatment. 

A
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Response team composition: 

• Study Response Teams: Regional service providers trained on the management of child abuse cases 
by the Department of Justice and Department of Health using standard protocols. For emergency 
cases, phone-in counselors were recruited to conduct immediate counseling of children-in-distress 
during or after the interviews.

• National Advisory Group: Members of the NBSVAC Steering Committee who served as advisors to 
the regional response teams for handling difficult and critical cases.

• Head of response team: A member of the National Advisory Group with overall supervision of 
the study response teams, including linking with local and regional professionals. She led in the 
formulation of the response plan; conducted training of field staff on implementation; supervised 
development of a list of referral service providers; organized team assignments; monitored 
adherence to protocols; and oversaw referrals.

1 Response Plan for Respondents who have Experienced Violence, National Survey on the Safety and Well-Being of Filipino Children

Natural Disasters/Emergency 

Between 2011 – 2013, 
three major natural disaster 
emergencies (Sendong 
2011, Bopha 2012 and 
Yolanda 2013), combined 
with the ongoing conflict in 
Mindanao, drained much-
needed attention, funds 
and human resources 
from momentum on VAC 
and related research.  
Nonetheless, those involved 
returned to their work on 
VAC with an even stronger 
determination, including 
integrating lessons about 
the threat of violence in 
emergencies, into the 
unfolding Philippine’s VAC narrative.

The challenges became exceptionally intense in early November 2013 as one of the strongest 
tropical cyclones ever recorded, Typhoon Haiyan (known locally as Super Typhoon Yolanda), 
devastated portions of the Philippines. The storm compounded the already-slow progress by 
diverting the attention and resources of the Philippine Government and civil society, as well as 
international humanitarian organizations including UNICEF, Save the Children and WHO. UNICEF 
was forced to formally withdraw from involvement in the VAC research from November 2013 until 
June 2014.

© UNICEF Philippines/2016/SNoorani

© UNICEF Philippines/2013/Papasin



9

he experience of pursuing the VAC Study in the Philippines resulted in a variety of lessons that offer 
valuable guidance to countries yet to undertake, or still in the process of conducting similar research. 
Major lessons drawn from the Philippines include:

1. The need to form and strengthen multi-sectoral strategic partnerships
 Collaboration with partners and importance of expanding networks has proven a critical feature of the 

Philippines’ experience. From identifying funding and technical resources to exploring various points of 
insight on methodology and building a holistic prevention and response plan, partnerships have clearly 
underpinned progress at every turn. Clearly, none of the country’s challenges could have been overcome 
in isolation. Putting in place a serious and effective prevention programme requires the collaboration of 
all sectors.

2. Importance of cultural sensitivity and ethics when researching VAC, including the choice of research 
tools and methods, and site-specific issues

 The decision to proceed without CDC allowed the NSC to persevere and assert what they felt was best 
for the NBS-VAC, and gave the VACS a chance to be recognized as a primarily Philippine initiative. The 
Philippines’ experience trying to adapt global frameworks to a local situations exhibited the importance 
of establishing context.

T
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TIMELINE OF MAJOR EVENTS 

The story of the NBS-VAC in the Philippines has entailed an extraordinary and lengthy process. 
In 2009, discussions at a capacity-building workshop on child protection organized by UNICEF’s 
regional office in Bangkok, gained the Philippine’s initial commitment to research. However, it took 
five years of planning and preparation before the ground-level research finally got underway in 
2015. Those five years were often fraught with challenges and obstacles, at times forcing the NSC 
to reassess and adapt its strategy. But the accomplishments will inevitably serve Filipino children for 
years to come.  

• 2010: Child Protection Network initiates National Multi-Sectoral Consultative Meeting on 
Strengthening Responses to Child Maltreatment/Violence Against Children 

• 2010: CWC Board Resolution effectively commits the Philippine Government to undertake NBS-
VAC

• 2011: Workshop hosted by NSC is attended by high-level government officials and the CDC 
• 2012: Special Representative of the Security General on VAC visits Manila to discuss related 

issues on the invitation of the ASEAN Commission on the Protection of Women and Children
• 2012 (August): Philippines undertakes a Cognitive Laboratory (CogLab) Study on the global VAC 

Questionnaire to gauge contextual relevance 
• 2013: VAC Research Proposal submitted to Philippine Council on Health, Research and 

Development, seeking government funds for the study.
• 2013 (November): Typhoon Haiyan (Yolanda) devastates areas of the Philippines, diverting 

attention and resources from the Study
• 2014: The Philippines National Ethics Committee (under Philippines Council for Health Research 

and Development) rejects portions of the study for children under 18. Funds approved for the 
study by PCHRD were thus denied.

• 2015 (April): UPM-ERB provides ethical clearance to the research proposal allowing data 
collection to proceed

• 2015 (May): Training curriculum and manuals finalized, followed by 12-day training for field 
staff

• 2015 (September): Data collection is completed.

 Similarly, highly sensitive issues inevitably posed by the nature of VAC required flexible methods to 
record or closely approximate how respondents thought, felt, and behaved in response to abuse or 
violence. In the Philippines, flexibility was instrumental in facilitating self-disclosure among respondents. 
The need for flexibility was identified as equally important for ensuring data collection was administered 
in local languages.

3. Importance of recruiting and training field staff 
 Proper and adequate training of field staff was crucial to this nationwide study. Key training issues 

included developing rapport with child respondents, protecting confidentiality, and offering careful 
consideration to other ethical and contextual issues such as age, culture and gender differences.

4. Government investment in research-based programmes and policies  
 Securing Government resource commitments at an early stage would have allowed the Philippine 

research proposal to move ahead at a more rapid pace. Experience shows that such investment may 
have also led to a wider sense of national ownership, which, at times, may have raised the project’s 
profile as a matter of urgent action.  
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fter the completion of the NBS-VAC, the challenge is using the data into developing specific goals, 
outcomes, results, and activities.  Violence against children as a multi-faceted issue, calls for a multi-
disciplinary, multi-sectoral, and multi-stakeholders approach to address it. 

The country has an existing National Strategic Framework for Action to End Violence against Children to 
guide the development and implementation of appropriate and effective policy and programmatic initiatives. 
The framework is faithful to the vision, goals and strategies of Child 21, National Plan of Action for 
Children, and consistent with the Comprehensive Program for the Protection of Children (CPPC). 

Regional cluster consultations have been conducted with national government agencies, local government 
units, NGOs, and faith-based organizations. Separate consultations were conducted for children and 
parents. The consultations evoked existing and planned programs to address VAC. Government agencies 
and NGOs brainstormed on how to tweak programs to address the results of the NBS VAC and how to 
prevent VAC. Children and parents based their recommendations on their experiences and what they 
learned from the baseline results. Their voices and recommendations will be included in the development 
of the National Plan Action for VAC (NPA VAC) which the Council for the Welfare of Children aims to have 
responsible national government agency to commit to implement contributing to the goal to end violence 
against children.  

 

A
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Author: Shane Powell  
 
This publication provides a summary of the National Baseline Study on Violence Against Children:
Documentation Report. The Philippines and UNICEF have prepared this publication as part of the vision for a 
global community free from violence.
 
For more information, contact Sarah Norton-Staal (snortonstaal@unicef.org), Chief of Child Protection and 
Maria Margarita Ardivilla (mmardivilla@unicef.org), Child Protection Specialist at UNICEF Philippines.
 
The contents of this publication reflect the views of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
United Nations Children’s Fund or any other United Nations Organization.
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