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1.  
 
Violence against children occurs everywhere, but manifests differently in every society. Over the 
past decade, studies around the globe have conclusively established that physical, sexual and 
emotional violence affecting children is prevalent in all societies and often at alarming levels. 
Evidence shows that violence is perpetrated in all contexts where children live – in their families, in 
schools, in the care and justice systems, in workplaces, in neighbourhoods and in their communities. 
Confronted with growing global evidence on the incidence and prevalence of violence, government 
officials and policy makers worldwide are now asking the question, What drives violence affecting 
children and what can be done about it?  
 
The Multi-Country Study on the Drivers of Violence Affecting Children set out to answer this question 
through taking an in-depth look at violence affecting children in four countries: Italy, Peru, Viet Nam 
and Zimbabwe.  These four countries represent a range of development contexts – from low to 
middle and high income – as well as geographical diversity. Importantly, each country had collected 
nationally representative data on violence against children.  And each country had a government 
ministry and UNICEF counterparts ready and willing to take a deeper look at this issue in order to 
better prevent violence, or respond to it when it occurs.  
 
The Study first brought together a range of international and national partners with specific skills 
and responsibilities for children. As the global lead institution, UNICEF’s Office of Research-Innocenti 
was responsible for the overall study framework, technical leadership, quality assurance and 
research dissemination at strategic regional and global levels.  
 
As the international academic lead, University of Edinburgh worked closely with country teams to 
ensure technical quality, including through training of government statisticians so that analyses 
could be conducted in-country.  
 
Within each country, the lead government ministry, UNICEF office, and national researchers and 
practitioners formed a Steering Committee to guide the process of the study, analyse and synthesize 
data, and ultimately, prioritize actions based on the findings. 
 
2.  
 
Data on violence affecting children can be overwhelming and it was essential for the study to identify 
frameworks to help navigate this complex topic. One critical framework was maintaining the centrality of 
age and gender in order to map how violence operates according to a child’s development along the life 
cycle. We did this through adopting an ‘age-gender timeline’ and plotting data against it. 
A child’s vulnerability and ability to protect herself from violence changes over time with her evolving 
capacities. It is important to recognise how girls and boys may develop differently especially as they move 
through childhood and into adolescence.  There is no global consensus around categorizing children’s and 
young people’s stages of life, and regional or sub-regional variations may also be expected.  
 
The timeline used here is based on a classification by the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) to 
illustrate how boys and girls may proceed through the stages of adolescence at different times. 
We also benefitted from the work of researchers working to understand and prevent violence 
against women who have adopted the ‘socio-ecological’ framework, first developed by Urie 
Bronfenbrenner. This became the second critical framework employed by our Study. 
 
Bronfenbrenner was a developmental psychologist working at a time when most child behaviour 
research happened in controlled clinical environments. He sought to model how a child’s 
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development is affected by their environment and social relationships, in other words their 
‘ecology’, and developed ecological systems theory. His initial model had five levels, from the 
microsystem to the mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and finally chronosystem, which is 
essentially looking at time and a child’s development over the lifecourse in a way similar to our ‘age-
gender timeline’. Between the late 1970s through mid 2000s, Bronfenbrenner constantly challenged 
and refined his own model.  
 
The work of researchers such as Lori Heise to adapt this framework to understand violence in 
intimate partnerships was a seminal step in the pathway from a socio-ecological understanding of 
child development to one of interpersonal violence. 
 
A recent UNICEF synthesis of child protection interventions suggest that effective programs often 
use a 'socio-ecological' framework to assist in understanding the ways that violence is ‘driven’ by 
forces at multiple levels.  Thus, the Multi-Country Study operates on the assumption that the most 
effective interventions will be those that address both the immediate needs of children and families 
and the broader social forces behind violence—referred to here as ‘drivers’.   
 
Many different iterations of Bronfenbrenner’s original model of nested circles exist, with most 
referring to the most-nested circle or level as that of the individual, then interpersonal, societal and 
macro or global levels. The Study further adapted these levels—which may intersect and overlap—as 
the following:  
 

 Structural level: The macro-level political, economic and social policy environments. 

 Institutional level: Formal institutions, organizations and services that are governed by a set 
of rules, policies or protocols expected to determine how things function.  

 Community level: Social capital or networks influenced by particular opinions, beliefs and 
norms that may affect interpersonal relations, including informal institutions and places of 
social gathering.  

 Interpersonal level: Immediate context of violence and situational interactions between 
individuals involving household, family or intimate or acquaintance relationships (i.e. 
children’s relationships with their parents, peers and community members).   

 Individual level: Personal history and individual developmental factors that shape response 
to interpersonal and institutional/community stressors. 

 
Given that national governments are one of the main ‘clients’ of UNICEF’s work, it was important to 
isolate an Institutional Level to understand which drivers occur at this level, and how government 
and UNICEF counterparts may be uniquely placed to address them. 
 
3.  
 
The socio-ecological approach is a critical tool to understand how protective and/or risk factors for 
interpersonal violence interact at the household, community, institutional and structural levels, shedding 
light on what is needed to reduce violence. It helps unpack how children’s experiences are related to a 
multiplicity of issues from the distal or “macro” effects of a country’s history and/or current political 
economy to the very proximate or “micro” everyday events that affect children’s well-being, and may be 
grounded in their community.  
 
Bronfenbrenner and others’ emphasis on the interaction between the multiple levels of the model, as 
individuals develop over time, can be particularly challenging to translate in present-day applications 
within the violence prevention field. Often the nested circles are treated as solid boundaries and the 
interactions between them are not made visible. What may be particularly lost is the interaction between 
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an individual, represented by the smallest circle, and structural or macro factors, represented by the 
largest circle. 
 
4. 
 
Risk and protective factors within this social ecology and throughout the stages of a child’s life are 
essential to understanding violence and ultimately creating better violence prevention policy and 
practice. Risk and protective factors are generally measured at the individual, the interpersonal, or 
the community levels of the socio-ecological model. 
 
A risk factor is anything that increases the probability that a young person will be a victim of 
physical, sexual or emotional violence. Risk factors are not the direct cause of violence but they 
contribute to violence. Risk factors for violence are not static: different factors may come into play at 
different points during childhood and adolescence, and may vary by gender (or other 
characteristics). Their predictive value changes depending on when they occur during the child’s 
developmental life course, and under what circumstances. Further, the same factor may constitute a 
risk during one stage of development but not another; it may even constitute a protective factor for 
some groups of children or in some circumstances and vice versa.  
 
Protective factors have the reverse effect: they enhance the likelihood of positive outcomes and 
lessen the likelihood of negative consequences from exposure to risk. Protective factors may be 
skills, strengths, resources, supports or coping strategies that a child has individually or in relation to 
her family, community or society.  Protective factors reduce the risk of violence and are predictive of 
positive outcomes for children. 
 
In the Multi-Country Study the term ‘drivers’ refers to factors at the institutional and structural levels 
that create the conditions in which violence is more likely to occur. This is an important distinction: 
while risk and protective factors reflect the likelihood of violence occurring due to characteristics 
most often measured at the individual, interpersonal, and community levels, the drivers refer to 
macro-level or structural factors and meso-level or institutional factors that influence a child’s risk 
of, or protection from, violence.    
 
Understanding how violence manifests necessitates studying how numerous factors interact. 
Statisticians will often refer to mediators—or indirect effects—to explain the complicated 
relationship between a given predictor, cause or risk factor, “x”, and an associated outcome or 
effect, “y”.   Work on violence prevention, particularly from scholars addressing violence against 
women, indicates that this model is insufficient.  Our findings corroborate this: precise prediction is 
difficult for two reasons. First, what might be true in one context may not be so in another. Second, 
many interactions between drivers and risk factors may not be empirically observable.  Simply put, 
very little about violence can be explained in a linear fashion.  
 
5.  
 
As we asked each of the four country teams to plot their violence data against the levels of the 
socio-ecological model, many difficulties emerged. It was not always easy to identify at which level a 
certain factor should be placed. Stage 1 of the Study included literature reviews in each of the four 
countries and globally; when a factor was identified in the literature, we sought to keep this 
classification when plotting it against the socio-ecological model. Here you can see a few examples 
from our Snapshot of findings from Stage 1, also available on our website. 
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[discuss with volunteer how to animate example of violent discipline in the home – specifically Viet 
Nam – from the 8-pager and how this would look] 
 
6.  
 
While plotting data across the socio-ecological levels, boundaries were sometimes blurred or 
crossed. While the lack of clear boundaries could be frustrating, it was also an opportunity to see 
how one factor, for example “harmful cultural practices or social norms that support violence”, 
which we placed at the ‘community’ level, also had effects at other levels: for example in supporting 
certain “harmful cultural rites and religious doctrines”, which we placed at the ‘institutional’ level.  
 
The effect of harmful cultural practices and social norms could also be seen in the ‘individual’ level 
risk and protective factors, for example in indviduals’ “beliefs about gender roles or the acceptability 
of punishment and violence.”  And also at the  ‘structural level’ as “patriarchal norms and resulting 
inequities”. 
 
7.  
 
Through this process, we realized that issues like migration are not so distal from the child and so 
how in fact some many of these issues are also very interconnected: drivers and risk or protective 
factors may overlap and move in many directions, both within and between the levels of the socio-
ecological model.  
 
The success of violence prevention efforts depends to a substantial degree on how all of these levels 
interact, and on the ability of the informal and formal sectors to work together through community 
and state-led institutions. The role communities play in upholding (or eliminating) norms around 
violence is important and must be studied to explain how change occurs. 
 
At this point, we were drawn to find a way to acknowledge the overlap and interconnections. 
Working with academic partners from the University of Oxford and University College London, with 
our partners at University of Edinburgh, and with social norms and violence experts at London 
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (notably Ben Cislaghi and Lori Heise), we sought to model a 
way in which the overlap and interconnection between socio-ecological levels could be made more 
visual.   
 
8. 
 
We moved the levels into a flower-like design in which the individual circle is centered. As UNICEF 
with partners focused on violence against children, we then realized the need to make explicit the 
child within this model. Thus, the individual circle became the ‘child’, and a child-centered 
framework for violence prevention was born. 
 
The child-centered framework clarifies the realities in which children may find themselves due to 
interlocking structural and institutional factors that shape their social worlds. Shifting from a 
seemingly-hierarchal representation of the levels of the socio-ecological framework to one in which 
the variety of ways in which levels interact is more fully represented, makes it easier for those 
working to prevent violence against children to visualize—for any given topical area—the multiplicity 
of issues that are required to make a child’s world safe. Understanding the myriad of factors 
occurring within and among each level can guide more effective coordination and systems building.  
 
9. 
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This child-centered framework helps apply the findings from this research in an effort to model new 
practice. It helps bring clarity to complexity.  As a result, it encourages practitioners and policy 
makers to think about what can be done in an integrated and multi-sectoral manner. The integrated 
framework encourages a more intersectional approach to practice.  An example from the Multi-
Country Study highlights the utility of this approach. 
  
10. 
 
In Viet Nam, findings around physical violence indicate multi-factorial reasons why corporal 
punishment is so widespread—ranging from the structural to the individual child. By moving findings 
discovered at each level into the domains represented, practitioners may arrive at a more holistic 
evidence-based understanding of the myriad of issues that influence violent discipline in the home.  
For example, we can see here the risk factors identified at the individual – now ‘child’ – level such as 
boys being more at risk, and parents’ and teachers’ own experiences of corporal punishment 
contributing to their view on its effectiveness as a form of discipline.  
 
Remember our previous discussion about harmful cultural practices and social norms that can 
manifest within different levels of a child’s social ecological. In this example, there is a direct tie to 
the community level, where beliefs about masculinity contribute to inter-generational violence; and 
possibly also why boys are more likely than girls to experience violent discipline at home. Also at this 
level we see beliefs that violence is a “family matter”, and adults in children’s lives, such as teachers, 
remaining silent about violence in order to maintain their authority. Finally, geography plays a role 
as children from rural areas are more likely to be physically punished. 
 
On the ‘interpersonal’ level, children who are violent at school are more likely to be physically 
abused at home—although the directionality of this relationship is not clear.  Alcohol is also a risk 
factor for violence in the home. 
 
At the level of institutional drivers, again we see the influence of norms in that Confucianism and 
prescribed gender norms contribute to physical punishment in the home. School dropout is linked to 
violence from teachers, showing how institutional cultures can affect individual-level risk factors 
such as not completing school, which can go on to become interpersonal risk factors if those children 
grow up to have their own children and their lack of schooling makes them more or less likely to use 
physical punishment. Finally, weak legislation is identified as a driver in that it does not adequately 
prohibit corporal punishment. In other settings we have see how even strong legislation can be 
undermined if it is not adequately enforced. 
 
Finally at the level of structural drivers, we see that physical violence as a means of discipline is 
rooted in patriarchal values—and here ties to norms operating at the institutional and community 
levels are important to remember. Ultimately, social norms live in the individual—as beliefs and 
perceptions—but there are many interdependent issues that might explain what drives that 
behavior or perception. Understanding whose beliefs matters is critical.   
 
As seen in Viet Nam (as in other countries around the world) children may be more frequently 
punished by mothers as compared to fathers. This does not mean that fathers are not relevant. One 
way this can be observed is at the structural level, where patriarchy manifests as an invisible form of 
harm and affects how fatherhood is perceived and carried out—including in households headed by 
women or children (where fathers are not present).  It is far too easy to conclude that mothers in 
Viet Nam are the disciplinarians. Mothers’ actions are determined by numerous factors; 
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understanding the sources of this behavior must include examining the structural and institutional 
drivers interacting at the level of the individual, inter-personal/family sphere, and community. 
    
11. 
 
Mapping the findings against the framework also makes clear which stakeholders working within 
which domains need to be engaged to address the diversity of issues – both drivers and risk factors – 
that define corporal punishment.  
 
Viet Nam’s findings from the Multi-Country Study suggest, when plotted against the Child Centred 
Framework for Violence Prevention, that ‘parenting’ is only one facet of a very entrenched issue.  
Thus while parenting interventions may be a necessary part of prevention violent discipline, they are 
not likely to be sufficient. From this example we can see that addressing alcoholism and corporal 
punishment in schools, either in sequence or simultaneous interventions, are also needed to address 
some of the drivers and risk factors here. Work around gender norms would probably best be 
integrated within these interventions as well as through standalone programming. 
 
Thus, efforts to reduce violent discipline in Vietnamese homes would likely require a series of 
simultaneous interventions at the level of the drivers and at the level of risk factors that engage 
stakeholders from multiple ministries such as Education, Labour, Invalids and Social affairs, including 
the engagement of the Department of Gender Equality and the Children’s Directorate as well as the 
Department of Social Evils Prevention. Each of these stakeholders play an important role in 
addressing the issue of violent discipline in the home. Good interventions are likely to require both 
an evidence base and cultural specificity. 
 


