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Research Area 1: Patterns of susceptibility

The Timor-Leste study identified the need for further research  

to expand understanding of patterns of susceptibility and resilience. 

That is, to explore why some people who experience trauma  

in childhood do not go on to experience or perpetrate violence  

in adulthood. 

Potential research questions:

•	 What promotes resilience among children who have experienced 
abuse, but do not go on to perpetrate or experience violence 
during adulthood?

•	 What individual or contextual characteristics encourage or 
interrupt the association between child sexual abuse and the 
perpetration and experience of violence later in life?

•	 How can we use this information to interrupt cycles of abuse 
through early intervention strategies?

•	 How can this information improve the design of violence 
prevention interventions for children and adolescents?

There is limited research focussed on understanding resilience 

among children who have experienced abuse and an identified need 

for further research in this area.1 Longitudinal studies have been 

undertaken in the United States, drawing on public records and 

national surveys. For example, one study employed a prospective 

longitudinal design to follow children for 16 years.2 A recent study 

in Uganda used a mixed methods approach to conduct a long-term 

follow up of participants in the Good Schools Study to understand 

pathways for Ugandan adolescents. Between 2014 and 2022, the 

study conducted three waves of quantitative survey data collection; 

qualitative data from five time points; and a series of workshops to 

facilitate use of emerging findings.3  

This evidence brief examines two of these research 
areas, providing guidance on possible next steps and 
learnings from other contexts.
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Background

The Violence against children in Timor-Leste and 

Consequences on Adult Health and Exposure to 

Adversity study (‘the Timor-Leste study’) recommended 

a number of areas for further research to extend 

understanding of the impact of violence in childhood  

on experiences of violence in adulthood in Timor-Leste. 
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Research Area 2: Risk factors for child sexual abuse

Understanding the risk factors for child sexual abuse, and how these 

vary by age group and gender, was another area identified for further 

research in the Timor-Leste study. Research aimed at identifying risk 

factors for childhood sexual abuse is crucial for the development of 

preventative strategies. 

Violence Against Children and Youth Surveys (VACS)

A key mechanism for identifying risk factors in a specific country are 

the Violence Against Children and Youth Surveys (VACS), led by the 

U.S. Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) as part of the 

Together for Girls partnership. These are nationally representative 

household surveys of males and females ages 13 to 24, implemented 

by the national government, with CDC providing technical support. 

These surveys have been conducted in more than 20 countries, 

including Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam in the Asian region.6  

Details of the process, questionnaire and existing country-specific 

VACS are available online.7 Notably, these studies are  

time-consuming and require investment and careful planning.

Research limitations

Research investigating the effects of child abuse and neglect in 
adulthood is extensive. However, it is difficult to establish causal links, 
and therefore to understand resilience and susceptibility for several 
reasons:

•	 Research studies with adult survivors based on retrospective 
reporting of events are reliant on participants’ recollection of events 
over long periods of time.

•	 It is difficult to control for other environmental and social factors, 
such as socio-economic disadvantage, disability, and social isolation, 
and therefore to understand the impact of these influences.

•	 Prospective longitudinal studies are not completely representative 
of the population, as a high proportion of child abuse goes 
unreported and those experiencing abuse are less likely to 
participate in, or remain in, a longitudinal study.4

•	 Studies often focussed solely on one type of abuse (particularly 
sexual abuse) which overlooks the effects of children experiencing 
chronic and multiple types of abuse and neglect.5  

Longitudinal studies require significant investment of time and 

resources. An alternative approach in the Timor-Leste context could 

be to undertake a qualitative life-history study in partnership with a 

local civil society organisation or service provider. This study could 

interview adults about their experiences in childhood and compare 

the histories of those who have gone on to perpetrate or experience 

violence in adulthood with those who have not. It would be important 

to ensure that the sample extends beyond those currently accessing 

support services. However, given the research limitations (see box 

below) pursuing another research area may better support the aims 

of the Nabilan program. Potential research questions:

•	 What are the risk factors for child sexual abuse in Timor-Leste?

•	 How do these risk factors vary by gender, age, and setting?

•	 What are the specific risk factors for adolescents in  
Timor-Leste and what does this mean for strategies for preventing 
sexual violence?

•	 What are the specific risk factors for child sexual abuse in schools in 
Timor-Leste?
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https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/childabuseandneglect/vacs/country-process.html
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Given time and resource implications, rather than conduct a VACS 

in Timor-Leste, Nabilan and other actors could consider a research 

study which assesses common risk factors, by age and gender, as 

identified in existing VACS, and then complement these findings with 

qualitative research specific to the Timor-Leste context. 

Research focus by age: Adolescence

Adolescence is a crucial life stage to influence attitudes and behaviours 
related to gender equality and violence. Research is needed to support 
a better understanding of the risk factors for adolescents in Timor-Leste 
and strategies for preventing sexual violence. This research could:

•	 Explore the emerging findings of the Global Early Adolescent study 
(GEAS) and adapt the GEAS questionnaire and/or GEAS qualitative 
methods for use in Timor-Leste.8

•	 Map innovative interventions with adolescents in other country 
contexts which could be adapted and piloted in Timor-Leste. For 
example, Aahung’s work on comprehensive sexuality education in 
Pakistan or the Safe Dates program.

Understanding risk factors in different settings

Understanding risk factors in different settings is also an area 

requiring further attention. The Nabilan study is focussed primarily 

on child abuse in the home, whereas evidence demonstrates that a 

high proportion of child abuse is perpetrated by peers or outside the 

household. Research could therefore focus on child sexual abuse in 

other settings, such as in schools (see below).

Understanding specific risk factors for child abuse in the  
school setting

Collect data on school-related gender-based violence (GBV) 
situation in Timor-Leste

The Global Guidance on addressing school-related gender-based 
violence contains guidance on conducting research on the  
school-related GBV situation in a country. For example, a national 
study was conducted in Lebanon using both quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies to investigate and understand the  
nature, extent and causes of GBV in schools and its effect on all 
school-age students.  

Implement and assess impact of the Good School Toolkit:

The Good School Toolkit is a methodology created to help educators 
and students explore what makes a healthy, vibrant, and positive 
school and guide them through a process to create their vision.

Engage with the Spotlight Initiative 

To identify any research gaps emerging from their work on gender 
equality and violence prevention in schools in Timor-Leste. 

1

2

3

There is limited research focussed on understanding 
resilience among children who have experienced abuse 
and an identified need for further research in this area.

Understanding risk factors in different settings is also 
an area requiring further attention.

http://aahung.org/
https://youth.gov/content/safe-dates
https://www.unicef.org/media/66506/file/Global-Guidance-SRGBV.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/66506/file/Global-Guidance-SRGBV.pdf
https://raisingvoices.org/good-school/
https://www.unicef.org/timorleste/stories/incorporating-gender-equality-and-violence-prevention-education-curriculum
https://www.unicef.org/timorleste/stories/incorporating-gender-equality-and-violence-prevention-education-curriculum
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