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QUOTES FROM FOREWORD &
PREFACES
“The debate which is at the centre of this report is the conflicting concepts of child agency and vulnerability.
Children migrating for work may have the maturity and independence to undertake this journey but
without access to full and proper information it may be hard to say that their agency in decision making
is made with full and free consent. This research approaches the issue from a diﬀerent perspective, that of
the child migrant. Through extensive interviews the report seeks to understand the experience through
the child's point of view... There is a rich collection of data on the lives of these children, both before and
after they migrate. The statements by the children may be read to see them as strong, independent, and
proud of the work that they do. But at the same time situations they have encountered, and the risks they
take do create concern......There should not be system which encourages children to leave their homes
to work in foreign cities. But the existence of these independent child migrants cannot be ignored as a
problem too sensitive to address. The contribution of this research is that any answer to the conundrum
of child migrants should give voice to the children themselves..."

Dr. Sriprapha Petcharamesree & Dr. Mike Hayes
Institute of Human Rights and Peace Studies, Mahidol University
“Terre des Hommes International Federation has launched a worldwide campaign to protect the rights
of children on the move, called "Destination Unknown". Terre des Hommes Netherlands supports
interventions on the issue of child migration and traﬃcking, in all its four regions of implementation.
An important part of this campaign centres on the Mekong sub-region and this report will be a great
addition to the campaign. The findings of this research will give voice to the many children and youth in
a situation of migration in that region......Time and again children and youth show that they have their
own coping mechanisms and survival strategies..... It is the agency that these children have over their
own lives and their resilience that we need to keep in mind while working with them."

Albert Jaap van Santbrink
Director Terre des Hommes Netherlands
“The research on independent child migration in Thailand took an in-depth look at the journey that
many vulnerable children make how they survive the challenges and dangers they come across with,
how they make decisions, the factors that influence them, the learnings and their aspirations. The study
echoes the realities which may be diﬀerent from how adults perceive them to be...... We hope that the
situation of independent child migrants would be heard by relevant stakeholders across the region in
developing and improving policies and approaches and programmes for them. Let their stories continue
to inspire us and those who work for the protection of children on the move!"

Leonarda A.I. Kling
Regional Representative
Terre des Hommes Netherlands – Southeast Asia

ii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Acknowledgements

i

Quotes from Foreword and Preface

ii

1.

Introduction

1

2.

Research Design

3

3.

Independent Child Migration and Migration Policies in Thailand

5

4.

Findings from the Voices of the Children

9

5.

Mixed Methods Methodology Examining Resilience

19

6.

Conclusions and Recommendations

21

List of Annexes

21

1. Introduction
Although the scale and scope of most forms of irregular migration are diﬃcult to estimate due to the
hidden nature and illegality of the journeys or eventual employment, undocumented migrants in
Thailand are usually characterized as an exploited workforce suﬀering from many kinds of oppression.
Many groups of undocumented migrants have been found in debt bondage, forced labour or in squalid
work and living conditions in fear of harassment, arrest or deportation. Despite these risks and dangers,
many low skilled migrant workers from neighbouring countries – especially children and youth –
repeatedly journey to Thailand to seek out employment suggesting a possible disconnect between the
very real vulnerabilities and exploitation that child migrants can face and their strong desire of agency
and self-determination.
Thailand shares its borders with Myanmar, the Lao PDR, Cambodia and Malaysia and is situated within
the South East Asian peninsula. Thailand is a regional hub and magnet for transiting and incoming
migrant workers, particularly in light of the income disparities amongst the countries in the Mekong
Sub-region. The estimated 3 million plus migrant workers in Thailand are mainly employed in the
fishing and seafood processing industry, the construction sector, in agriculture, garment factories or as
domestic workers. There is also a significant amount of circular and seasonal internal migration within
the country due primarily to expansion in the industrial and service sectors – mainly from rural to urban
areas. The total number of migrant children working in Thailand is unknown as many foreign children
are undocumented and the fluid nature of the movement of Thai children makes estimates unreliable
– especially as most data available focuses on children of migrant workers rather than those who are
migrating and working independently and/or irregularly.
Limited attention has been given to the motivations, outcomes and rights of those children who
are voluntarily and independently choosing to migrate for work and to the comparative benefits,
vulnerabilities or outcomes that the diﬀerent groups of children may experience. This research project
has given voice to some of the independent child migrants (from Myanmar1, Cambodia and from
within Thailand) who are seeking better lives through migration in Thailand and whose experiences,
perceptions and agency are investigated rather than assumed. Based upon child-centred research
methodology carried out in 2013, this study reassesses the common assumptions, judgements and adult
constructs concerning children’s agency within migratory processes.

Specific Objectives of Research
 To study the qualities, characteristics, competencies and resilience that independent child
migrants develop, acquire and utilise in the face of risk and adversity;

 To analyse how children perceive their own vulnerability to the risks and hazards of independent
migration;
1

The country name ‘Myanmar’ is generally used throughout this report as this was how most of the Burmese independent
child migrants referred to their country (particularly as the majority were from the Burman ethnic group). Where the
country was specifically referred to as ‘Burma’ by research respondents or published literature than this name is also
used.
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 To determine the impact of rights-based responses to independent child migration in light of
the contrasting perceptions of children’s vulnerability and agency within adult social power
structures.

 To determine the necessary systems, structures and policies that would allow child migrants
to claim their rights and protection and lead to a satisfactory migration experience for children
independently on the move.

Research Questions


What are the personal experiences, characteristics and traits of independent child migrants that
lead to either successful outcomes or result in the worst forms of child labour and exploitation?



How do children perceive and navigate both the positive and negative aspects of their migration?



How do the diﬀerent interpretations and realities of children’s choice, consent and agency
influence their ability to navigate risks and hazards during the migratory process?



How do the adult constructed, top-down policy and programme responses aﬀect the trajectory
of the migratory experiences of child migrants in Thailand and impact on their vulnerability,
welfare needs and rights?

The methodological, theoretical and ethical issues surrounding the child-focused research framework
utilized for the study are explained in this report, including how both qualitative and quantitative
mixed-methods research helped to expose the perceptions, capacities and experiences of the children
themselves. The existing literature, legal frameworks, policies and practices that shape the lives of
independent child migrants in Thailand was reviewed. However, it is the children’s voices that come
to the forefront as independent child migrants describe in detail their experiences, views, coping and
agency with the help of qualitative and quantitative data analysis. The report concludes by proposing
a theoretical framework that re-shapes the independent child migration discursive. Further salient
research gaps are identified and recommendations for policy, programming and practice are proposed
to help enhance the well-being of migrant children and protect the full range of their rights.

2
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2. Research Design
Independent child migration is an extremely complex phenomenon which aﬀects children in a myriad
of ways, not only due to the unequal power relations between adults and children within migration
but due to factors such as children’s agency, self-determination and capacity. Whilst there is no single
research methodology that is absolutely the best, this research project selected mixed methods of
qualitative and quantitative research.
The main target group for this study was Thai and foreign migrant youth (Cambodian or Burmese)
under 20 years old who initially migrated independently (with or without proper documentation) when
they were under 18 years of age for the purpose of finding work. Thai and foreign migrant children
under 15 years old were not included in the population/sample criteria as 15 years of age is the legal
age that children can work in Thailand.2 No children or youth were selected who were showing signs of
trauma and emotional fragility or whose participation in the study was likely to place them in an unsafe
or risky situation. ‘Snowball sampling’ (a non-probability sampling technique that does not involve
random selection) was used to identify target youth who met the above criteria across the various
research sites of Samut Sakhorn, Samut Prakan, Pattaya/Bang Saen (Chonburi Province) and Bangkok.
The original plan was to sample up to 60 child and youth respondents across the various locations. In the
end, 76 respondents were reached for semi-structured interviews (reaching 95 once the control group
was added for the quantitative questionnaire). No hard fast rules or criteria were set for the final target
breakdown of respondents by nationality and gender and the ‘snowballing’ technique was allowed to
take its course. When data collection was finally stopped, 47% of the respondents accessed through
semi-structured interviews (SSI) were Burmese, 29% Khmers and 24% Thai (excluding the Thai control
group of non-migrant children). 58% of the final sample were males and 42% female.
Visits to the research locations began in early 2013 and relationships developed with key organizations
that expressed interest and willingness to assist the research.3 Field testing of the research tools
(semi-structured interviews, life history timelines and in-depth interviews, and a self-administered
questionnaire on resilience and coping) was undertaken and with the assistance of the partner agencies,
experienced researchers recruited. Before data collection began, options were identified that existed for
helping or supporting children and youth that may be experiencing abuse, neglect or exploitation and a
robust child protection and ethical research protocol was adhered to. A Stakeholder Mapping Grid was
undertaken for the key informant interviews (KII) of government, UN/IO, NGO and other key informant
(such as employers of young migrants etc.). In total, 35 diﬀerent individuals were interviewed. Audio
recording was used in all of the interviews with key informants and child and youth migrants and
detailed transcribes took place as soon as possible after the interview.

2
3
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In Myanmar, the minimum legal working age for children is 13 years old and in Cambodia, 15 years of age.
Close relationships were formed with the following agencies and they assisted with access to the target group: Labour
Rights Promotion Network Foundation (LPN); Foundation for the Better Life of Children (FBLC); The Anti-Human
Trafficking and Child Abuse Centre (ATCC); and Foundation for Rural Youth (FRY).

For interviewing the 76 independent child and youth migrants, semi-structured interview guidelines
were adapted from a Mobility Assessment Tool.4 The use of a separate ‘self-administered’ resilience and
coping questionnaire included negative ‘ask-back’ checks to minimize bias answering. Furthermore,
the follow up in-depth interviews of 10 children using life history research techniques empowered the
children in the process, enabling them to remember and relate their migratory experience.
The quantitative data generated from the Resiliency and Individual Coping Questionnaire was analysed
descriptively using SPSS (Statistical package for the Social Sciences) and for the comparative structural
equation modeling analysis, LISREL was the statistical software programme used. Nvivo computer
software was utilised for the qualitative data analysis. Once all of the data had been processed and initial
results, graphics and tables produced, a Stakeholder Consultation was held (February 2014) to verify the
findings and seek input to the evolving recommendations.
The overall mix of snowballing and convenience sampling methodology does mean that the data
collected cannot be stated to be representative of the target population as a whole. Challenges
existed with all the research tools used as no matter how varied, participatory or localised they
were, independent child migrants are a challenging target group to research and there may be
a tendency for them to mask the real situations or diﬃculties that they are facing. However, the
data collected is still of significant value in meeting the research objectives as it has enabled an indepth understanding of the motives and practices that intersect with socio-economic influences
as relevant to the agency of diﬀerent children within the context of independent migration.

4

Developed by the Columbia Group for Children in Adversity (in partnership with Save the Children UK) that had previously been pilot tested in Thailand, Indonesia and South Africa.
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3. Independent Child Migration and Migration
Policies in Thailand
Migration is not a new phenomenon and not specific to any group of people in Thailand as the country’s
geographic location aﬀords a strong social ‘push and pull’ influencing migration to and within its’
borders. Varying estimates exist for the total number of foreign migrants in the country but recent
figures suggest that there are between 3 to 3.5 million migrants living in Thailand. A registration process
carried out in late 2008 by the Government estimated that there were 376,845 migrant children residing
in the country. Foreign child migrants generally enter Thailand illegally through its relatively porous
borders or they overstay border passes. Some of the civil society informants interviewed for this research
project who are working in the research locations felt that the numbers of independent child migrants
in Thailand was increasing:

"Nowadays, more and more children from 14 years old travel by group of minimum 5-6
persons, with their siblings or peers." (KII 02; NGO staﬀ)
"In one day, there will be a trip by a truck that contains like 20 migrants, and in each truck
there would be at least 4-5 girls or boys coming here. This is an increasing number in my
opinion." (KII 25; NGO staﬀ)

Reasons for independent child migration
The overwhelmingly dominant reason for child and youth migration is due to a lack of employment and
income generating opportunities for children in their home locations. Child migration is also linked to
history, culture and a strong sense of responsibility to the family, becoming a transition into adulthood
which can transcend the traditional ‘Western-centric’ and adult construct of childhood. The majority of
Burmese migrant children enter Thailand at Mae Sai (Chiang Rai Province), Mae Sot (Tak Province) and
Ranong. Burmese child workers are most commonly found in the fishing industry, primarily because
their small hands are seen as ideal for shrimp peeling or cleaning the insides of fish for processing. In the
northeast of Thailand, Cambodian children generally enter the country at the international border entry
point of the town of Aranyaprathet or at three temporary border checkpoints elsewhere in Srakaew
Province. Many Cambodian migrants are currently found in Thailand’s booming construction sector
and in the agriculture and fishing industries. As one key informant explained, the children may first
come with family members but once they feel confident in the migratory journey, will then become
independent child migrants:

"For the first time the Cambodian children come to Thailand they may be accompanied by
adults, by their siblings, by their neighbours. And later on, when they were familiar with
the route, they decide to come on their own. " (KII 25; NGO staﬀ)
Thai migrant children tend to end up in jobs such as restaurant staﬀ, street vending, domestic labour,
construction and within the textile and manufacturing sectors as the perception of well paid work
available in the cities has helped ‘pull’ youth away from the rural areas:

7

"Peer pressure also helps encourage children to move. In some Thai villages, half of the
youth have gone. Rural development remains hampered and low. For example, after primary
school, there are no other options for further study." (KII 04; NGO staﬀ)

Outcomes of independent child migration and migration vulnerabilities
Children who are migrating can have many diﬀerent experiences. As such, children have diﬀerent needs
at diﬀerent stages of the migratory cycle and this can have a direct impact on their level of vulnerability
leading to exploitation and abuse or the variety of benefits which may be possible (such as improved
economic or educational opportunities or social mobility from forming new relationships). Gender
plays a key part in the type of work that child migrants undertake as explained by one key informant:

"In the garment sector, fishery processing sector, domestic worker, selling foods in market
or in service sector, they prefer female workers, as they think it is diﬃcult to 'control' boys
but easier to 'control' girls. Furthermore, girls are more patient (with the situations they
are in) but for boys, they don't like hearing complaints and comments. The boys usually are
involved in the more manual, more physical work such as on plantations, construction sites
or on the boats." (KII 02; NGO staﬀ)
Minimum wages or less are often paid and children can work long hours with large amounts of overtime
and infrequent days oﬀ. As many foreign children are working illegally, have entered the country as an
undocumented person and possibly do not speak the local language, their vulnerability to exploitation,
coercion, deception or abuse is heightened. Furthermore, the involvement of corruption and abuse by
those in authority towards the child migrants was lamented by many NGO key informants during this
research project, including:

"In some cases the police wait outside the hospitals and when they see our staﬀ take in
Burmese migrants then they wait outside to take a bribe." (KII 06; NGO staﬀ)
"It starts with the police. When the child migrants are arrested, the police will extort money
from them." (KII 27; NGO staﬀ)
The Thai government has responded to the issues of irregular and undocumented migration through a
range of laws although some categories of workers, such as those in the domestic worker sector, fishing
and agriculture (where the potential for exploitation can be high) are excluded. Most of the civil society
key informants interviewed for this research did not though feel that the issue of child migrants was
suﬃciently on the government agenda:

"I'm not sure whether the government is really aware of independent child migration. They
tend to focus on other issues such as traﬃcking. As far as I know I don't see any policies
in support of safe migration. They generally seem to see migration as a problem issue. (KII
10; NGO staﬀ)
Limited lawful options for child migrants usually means they remain under the radar of child labour
laws with employers avoiding accountability for the work conditions of children. As pointed out by
some key informants, independent child migrants have little choice but to accept their lot:

"Independent child migrants don't know about their rights and they don't know how to get
assistance and that increases their vulnerability." (KII 10; NGO staﬀ)
"Children keep quiet about their suﬀering when migrating to spare their parents and
families worry." (KII 04; NGO staﬀ)

8

Thailand’s laws and regulations for protecting the rights of independent child migrants
The most significant piece of international legislation pertinent to protecting children in Thailand is
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1989) which Thailand acceded to in 1992.
Other international treaties setting the minimum standard of protection aﬀorded to independent child
migrants that Thailand is a State Party to, include: the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of
the Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography, 2000; International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR), 1966; the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
(ICESCR) 1966; the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 1948; the International Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD), 1965; the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), 1979; The UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and
Punish Traﬃcking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention
against Transnational Organized Crime, 2000 (Traﬃcking Protocol); ILO Convention No. 29 Concerning
Forced or Compulsory Labour, 1930; ILO Convention No. 182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour (ILO 182);
ILO Convention No. 138 on Minimum Age (ILO 138); and ILO Convention No. 105 and Convention No. 29 on
Forced Labour. Thailand was also the first Member State to ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention on
the Rights of the Child on a communications procedure in September 2012. All of these international human
rights treaties provide a comprehensive framework for protecting children, guaranteeing individual
rights and positive state obligations to safeguard these rights.
Regionally, the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers
was adopted in 2007 and the ASEAN Committee on the Implementation of the ASEAN Declaration on
the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers (ACMW) was tasked to follow up on
the Declaration (although it is reportedly making very slow progress). The establishment of the ASEAN
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) in 2009 and the ASEAN Intergovernmental
Commission on the promotion and protection of the rights of women and children (ACWC) in April
2010 has the potential to promote (although not explicitly protect) the rights of migrant children.
Despite all this, unregistered or undocumented child migrants in Thailand do not receive the special
assistance and protection that they are entitled to under the international minimum standards for
protection resulting in these children being at risk of falling victim to arbitrary arrests, detention and
deportations:

"When they are arrested the authorities do not conduct the victim identification. They
immediately say that they entered the country illegally so we detain them and deport
them.......then they just come back again." (KII 20; NGO staﬀ)
Independent child migrants have been identified as particularly vulnerable to traﬃcking as often times
they lack a safe family structure and social fabric to protect them from the risks of traﬃcking. The most
prominent international statute compelling States to protect children from traﬃcking is the UN Protocol
to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Traﬃcking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the
United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (Traﬃcking Protocol). Thailand signed
the Traﬃcking Protocol in December 2001 but has only just acceded to it (October 2013). Fortunately, the
existing domestic Thai legal provisions provide traﬃcked children in Thailand with a wide-ranging and
valuable set of rights and protection although one key informant raised a concern that the real issues and
root causes were not being addressed:

"We need proper programmes to arrest employers who are not paying the minimum wage
and are exploiting workers. So I really think the traﬃcking debate is taking attention away
from the real issues....labour rights" (KII 31; Academic)
Thailand’s Child Protection Act 2003 (CPA) forbids an individual from employing or asking a child to
work or act in a way that may be physically or mentally harmful to the child, aﬀect the child’s growth
or hinder the child’s development. Unfortunately though, whilst the Thai Constitution establishes
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rights, liberties and protection to people in the workforce, it is restricted to Thai nationals only. Positive
provisions exist in the Labour Protection Act (1998) with the legal minimum working age in Thailand
increased from 13 years to 15 years and regulations to restrict the hours that children are allowed to
work. Children aged between 15 and 18 years are prohibited from working in dangerous or hazardous
jobs or in certain entertainment establishments. With regard to foreign independent child migrants
having the opportunity to engage in employment in Thailand, the Alien Employment Act, 2008 allows
migrants aged 15 and above to obtain work permits for up to two years.
Despite the breadth of its legal framework, Thailand’s dominant approach to law enforcement for
migration concerns is fraught with diﬃculties. Thai law enforcement faces significant criticism for
exploiting irregular migrants, accepting bribes and in certain cases being directly involved in the
traﬃcking process itself.

Migrant registration and policy procedures
Migrant registration processes began in 1992 and over the last two decades, various systems and
approaches for migrant worker registration have been initiated which in reality ended up being overly
complex, time consuming and expensive for low-skilled workers. A further strategy was proposed in
2012 emphasizing a balance of national security, national and human security as well as economic and
social security by focusing more on prevention of the migration flows as well as collaboration with the
country of origin. However, whilst the various Memoranda of Understandings (MOUs) on registration of
migrant labour have been in part inspired by a desire to protect against human traﬃcking, government
national security concerns appear more driven by the perception of migrants being a threat to Thailand’s
border and internal security. In reality, many independent child migrants prefer to apply for registration
and identity documents upon arrival, with the support of employers or brokers once work has been
secured.

10
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4. Findings from the Voices of the Children
This section brings the children’s opinions to the forefront of the analytical process through their firsthand experiences as articulated in the children’s own words. A total of 76 independent child migrants
were interviewed for this study and 75 of them fully completed the resilience and individual coping
questionnaire. A further 20 Thai children and youth who had not migrated completed the questionnaire
to act as a control group for the resilience analysis. The majority of the independent child migrants
interviewed were Burmese (47%), followed by Cambodian (29%) and Thai (24%). Males accounted for
58% of the sample size and 42% were female. Half of the foreign independent child migrants had been
in Thailand for between 1 and 2 years already (50%).

Burman
(16) 21%

Thai (18)
24%

Dawei (7)
9%
Karen (1) 1%
Mon(8)
10%
Shan (2) 3%
Thai yai (2) 3%
Mon(7)

Cambodian
(22)
29%
*

All of the Thai and Cambodian children identified
themselves as of Thai and Khmer ethnicity only.

Basic educational levels had been attained by virtually all of the independent child migrants with 84%
having completed at least primary school level. The analysis showed that overall, Thai children had
attained a higher level of education. Amongst the three nationalities, boys seemed to have spent more
years in school. Importantly though, a significant number of child migrants had dropped out of school
one or more years before they migrated and had already starting working in their home locations.

Motivations for migration
Reasons for independent child migrants to leave school were predominantly economic, they could no
longer aﬀord to attend classes or there was a need for them to contribute to earning for the family income:

“Working life is better than my schooling period. We are a burden to dad and mum [during
the schooling period]. My parents did not have money to give [me] to go to school. [Dad and
mum] gave a little money [to me to go to school], but it was not enough. So, I did not go to
school.” (SSI 01; Thai boy aged 17 years; working as construction worker; migrated at age
16 years)
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“My parents were always fighting because they didn’t have money and no job. My parents
couldn’t send me to school when I was young [due to poverty]. I had many brothers and
sisters.” (SSI 19; Burmese female aged 18 years; currently unemployed; migrated at age
16 years)
The decision to migrate was therefore not the main reason why the children had originally dropped
out of school although after struggling to earn money back home, over half of the children (67%) then
decided to migrate because of continuing economic concerns:

"I feel sorry for my mother and father. I want to let them rest from working. I decided to take
that to earn money for the family. That was the reason of coming here." (SSI 11; Burmese
female aged 18 years; working in clothes shop; migrated at age 14 years)
The next (but smaller) common reason given for wishing to migrate was to experience a wider world
and to be independent:

"I wanted to come because there was nothing to do at home. Because my family was poor
and there was nothing to do at home and I wanted to get on with my life. I had left school
already." (SSI 08; Khmer female aged 18 years; working as food vendor; migrated at age 14
years)
Many youth complained of the lack of employment opportunities in the rural areas and their home
countries and the hope of earning in Thailand attracted many. As most of the children were from fairly
large extended families, many had a relative or knew of an extended family member who had already
migrated. In many cases it was a relative who assisted with finding the first job in Thailand.

"My parents expected me to help when I was growing up, but it was my own decision
to come to Thailand because some of my relatives and other villagers were working at
Thailand. I knew their families were in a better position financially by them sending back
money from Thailand." (SSI 37; Burmese male aged 18 years; working as cleaner; migrated
at age 16 years)
Whilst all children reported that it was them who made the final decision to migrate, 85% reported that
the decision was made in conjunction with their parents. In 26% of cases, the idea to migrate came first
from their parents who encouraged them to leave school, find work and then migrate:

"My mother always told me that when my sisters got married they then didn't help the
family anymore. She told me that I should not do like them when I was older. My parents
hoped I would help and support them when I was growing up. My parents encouraged
me to leave and told me that you can stay with your sister who works in Thailand. I also
wanted to work in Thailand so it was still my decision to leave home." (SSI 44; Burmese
male aged 18 years; buys and sells scrap materials; migrated at age 17 years)

Sending money home
Most of the children (77.63%) revealed their desire to send money home to their families. An array of
reasons for this were given ranging from helping to pay oﬀ family debts, to supporting siblings to stay
in school or to ease day to day living costs for their families. It was clear that these children felt a very
strong familial bond and obligation to do whatever they could to help the family’s financial situation
back home:
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“All of my friends came to Thailand. [My friends] came and worked. Then, they were able
to send money back to their families. It made me think I should do that as well. Many people
came to Thailand. Basically, I was the only one left. Even though my family was working,
we still earned little money there. Basically, it’s the way of living in the countryside when
you work so hard but you earn less.” (SSI 14; Burmese girl aged 18 years; working in
garment factory; migrated at age 14 years)
Despite this strong motivational aspect to help their family, the reality of the very low wages and cost of
living in their work destinations meant that not all the youth succeeded in this goal, which was often a
main cause of frustration and unhappiness for them. Whilst the percentage of Khmer children sending
money is high for both genders, the lower percentage for the Burmese youth may be explained by the
higher level of debt they have incurred from the migratory journey. Thai children were found to remit
less than the other two nationalities which may well be due to the higher proportion of children who
have left home due to domestic strife.

Table: Sending money home to family
Send money home to family

Burmese %

Cambodian %

Thai %

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

Yes, I send money to support family

56.25

75.00

85.71

75.00

35.71

25.00

No, I don’t have saving to do so, but
want to

25.00

15.00

7.14

12.50

7.14

25.00

No, I don’t need to

18.75

10.00

7.14

12.50

57.14

50.00

100

100

100

100

100

100

Total

Aspirations for the future
The independent child migrants had very clear goals and aspirations for the future. Virtually all wished
to return home at some point and they hoped that they would have saved up enough money to buy a
small piece of land for farming and to build a house or to start up a small family business. A few hoped
to use the skills and experience gained in Thailand to start a similar enterprise in their home locations.

Table: Aspirations for the future
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Aspirations for the future

No.

%

Stay and work, no plan, to go back home in few years time

22

28.95

Go home to start business

16

21.05

Go home to buy land/farm

15

19.74

Save money and go home

12

15.79

Go home to be employed

4

5.26

Move to another country

5

6.58

Go home to study

2

2.63

Total

76

100

The children and youth’s strong motivation to send remittances home was confirmed when asked what
thing they were most proud of in their lives. Not being a burden on their family and being independent
was also often cited:

"I feel proud of my ability to survive; able to earn a living for myself. And help mum and
dad, or to buy things/stuﬀs as a gift for mum." (SSI 01; Thai boy aged 17 years; working at
construction site; migrated at 16 years)

Diﬃculties during travel
In most cases, the children travelled to Thailand/their destination before they had secured a potential
job. Means of transport included lorries, pick-up trucks, vans, cars and boats depending upon localities
and circumstances. Diﬀerent types of agents or brokers organized the diﬀerent forms of transportation
(for 86.2% of the foreign child migrants – similar percentages for both boys and girls). 29.31% travelled
completely independently, 31.03% with siblings, relatives or an extended family member and 31%
travelled with a friend or someone from their home village. 4.34% befriended someone on the journey
in order to have companionship.

Table: Diﬃculties during Travel
Difficulties during Travel

Total %

Total No.

Difficult travel conditions*

38.16

29

Lack of information**

9.21

7

No mobile phone or number

3.95

3

No difficulties

48.68

37

100

76

Total
*
**

Cramped/dark vehicle; locked inside vehicle; going through jungle, forests, mountain, river; no access to food or
water.
No idea of journey, time for travel, emergency phone numbers

Boys and girls equally experienced challenges during the migratory journey. Children travelling from
Myanmar generally had the most diﬃculties and hardships during travel (as well as incurring the most
cost for the journey).5 Their journeys were often longer and involved travel through mountainous or
forest areas at night to avoid detection.

"There were about 20 of us walking through the jungle but they were all much older than
me. It was only me that was a child and physically the smallest. There was one time that we
were crossing a road and it was raining. Someone shouted 'police!' so we all ran. Someone
rushed past me and knocked me and I fell into a ditch." (SSI 28; Burmese female aged 19
years; working as food vendor; migrated at 14 years)
"We walked through the forest [came via Myanwaddy] during the night so that we could
cross the border. There were about 100 of us and we rested in a house and they gave us
tomatoes and minced pork to eat. It was the only one meal we had for all three days of the
journey." (SSI 42; Burmese boy aged 15 years; working in construction site; migrated at
15 years)
5

The average cost for the Burmese children ranged from 10,000-20,000 baht whereas for the Khmer children the journey
cost on average was between 1,000-3,500 baht.
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Usually, the children and other irregular migrants were hidden in the back of lorries or trucks under
produce or tarpaulin and warned against making any noise to avoid being detected. The number of
migrants concealed in such small spaces ran the risk of suﬀocation – especially in light of the intense
heat:

"It was very diﬃcult because there were so many people - around 200 of them. When we got
in, they closed it up and I had the feeling of it being so tight because people were on top of
me - one person, two persons something like that. I think if it took a little longer I may not
stay alive........" (SSI 05; Burmese girl aged 17 years; working in fabric printing; migrated
at 15 years)
"The van was packed with many more people than should be. I couldn't breathe properly.
We needed to lie down one by one and we couldn't move. Then they covered us with
something. I couldn't breathe - it was so bad." (SSI 17; Burmese female aged 19 years;
currently unemployed; migrated at 17 years)
There were cases of harsh and brutal treatment inflicted by the brokers and people smugglers who were
transporting the migrants:

"During the journey in the forest, one person tried to run away. They opened gun fire on
him. I don't know what happened to him." (SSI 42; Burmese boy aged 15 years; working in
construction site; migrated at 15 years)
Lack of suﬃcient food and water on the journey plus not being allowed to use mobile phones were
further stress factors.
The children’s arrival in their destination was usually met very positively with the children relieved to
have arrived, reunited with family or friends and eager to start work. Whilst some children (26.32%)
experienced diﬃculties in finding their first job or were unhappy with the first job they had to accept,
for the foreign youth it was their lack of Thai language ability which was the major challenge that they
faced (as stated by 18.42%).

Legal status of foreign independent child migrants
All the Burmese and Cambodian independent child migrants travelled into Thailand without the correct
legal status to work (for the two that had some sort of document, one had falsified a passport application
and the second violated a short stay border pass). Once at their work destinations, certainly more of the
children then wished to obtain the oﬃcial documents and 58.62% of the foreign children/youth then
applied and secured the necessary legal documents.
Nearly half of the foreign child migrants (43.10% - and most of them Burmese) had some level of encounter
with the police or immigration oﬃcials during their migratory journey which added to their fear. The
experiences were varied and were usually handled by the broker or agent involved in transporting the
children (the child generally assumed a payment was made to allow them to proceed):

"I had no diﬃculties at all because they had cleared the road for us. The broker got my
money 2,300 baht. They kept around 800 baht and the rest was paid to the police. That made
our journey easier." (SSI 07; Cambodian female aged 18 years; working as food vendor;
migrated at 15 years)
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Encounters with the police continued in their place of destination and work. 24.14% of the foreign youth
migrants had some level of contact, in most cases they were out in the community rather than through
workplace inspections. Whilst some were able to run away or negotiate themselves out of the situation,
15.52% were arrested and needed to pay a fine/bribe or their employer came to bail them out:

"After being in Thailand for about one month, I went out with friends and got arrested
because I didn't have any documents. My brother had to come and pay some money and
then I was released. Since then I dared not going out at all. I wish I could have the right
papers but it's expensive to get and I can't aﬀord it." (SSI 58; Cambodian boy aged 15
years; working in fabric printing; migrated at 14 years)

Finding work and relationship with employer and colleagues
Where the youth commented on their relationship with employers and Thai colleagues, 77% described
the relationship as either ‘fair’ or ‘good’. Where the remaining 23% described the relationship as ‘bad’,
it was more often explained as scolding for not understanding instructions (given in Thai language) or
derogatory name calling.
Family connections were the main sources of assistance in finding the first job placement (52.63%),
but brokers/agents also assisted some children, particularly the Burmese (22.37%). A smaller number
were referred by friends (14.47%) and notably, none were sourced independently at this initial stage.
Nevertheless, as newly arrivals, without legal documents, these jobs tended to be poorly paid or were not
necessarily the work or working conditions that the children were hoping for so there was a fair amount
of mobility and changing work within the first year of their working period in Thailand. As such, with
their later jobs, much greater diversity appeared with children using a mix of family and friends to refer
job opportunities. More work was sourced independently and there was less dependency on brokers/
agencies all suggesting increased agency and autonomy of the children in changing work and finding
jobs as they become more familiar with their surroundings, have increased skills and possibly become
registered.
The three main areas of work where independent child migrants were currently employed included
the service sector such as food or clothing vendors, working in restaurants etc. (23.68%), labourers in
construction sites (18.42%) and then the third is the food/fish processing industry (17.11%). The types
of work undertaken by males or females generally reflected the expected gender dimension – a higher
percentage of males were found in the more physically demanding construction sector and mechanical
work with a higher percentage of females employed in the food processing sector (which in Thailand is
dominated by women as their smaller hands supposedly make them more nimble at peeling and sorting
the fish).

Table: Type of current work
Type of current work

No.

%

Service sector (Food/Sweet/Groceries/Cloth Vendor/Restaurant/
Masseur/Cleaner/Watchman/Petrol & Gas selling)

18

23.68

Construction work

14

18.42

Food processing manufacturing

13

17.11

17

Type of current work

No.

%

Mechanical part factory (Motorbike/Stereo/ Fan Products/Garage)

9

11.84

Unemployed

6

7.89

Fabric Printing, Plastic Manufacturing, Ceramics

5

6.58

Iron/Steel/Metal manufacturing

4

5.26

Garment Factory

3

3.95

Construction material shop/Shop buying/selling scrap materials for re-cycling

2

2.63

Sex sector

1

1.32

Domestic work

1

1.32

Total

76

100

Table: Type of current work by gender
Male
No.

Female
No.

11

7

14.47

9.21

Construction work

9

5

11.84

6.58

Food processing manufacturing

4

9

5.26

11.84

Mechanical part factory (Motorbike/Stereo/Fan Products/
Garage)

8

1

10.53

1.32

Unemployed

3

3

3.95

3.95

Fabric Printing, Plastic Manufacturing, Ceramics

3

2

3.95

2.63

Garment Factory

1

2

1.32

2.63

Iron/Steel/Metal manufacturing

2

2

2.63

2.63

Construction material shop/Shop buying/selling scrap
materials for re-cycling

2

0

2.63

0

Sex sector

1

0

1.32

0

Domestic work

0

1

0

1.32

44

32

57.89

42.11

Type of current work
Service sector (Food/Sweet/Groceries/Cloth vendor/
Restaurant/ Masseur/Cleaner/Watchman/Petrol & Gas selling)

Total

Male
%

Female
%

Of the number of children that responded to questions about their wages, just over half of them were paid
the minimum daily wage or above. Reasons given by children for receiving less than the minimum wage
were that deductions were being taken because they were repaying loans for registration documentation,
that they were paid less because they were unregistered, or because they were inexperienced workers in
the sectors where they’d been employed. Over half of the youth were also currently working overtime
which paid extra.
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Table: Level of daily wage
Male

Female

Male

Female

No.

No.

%

%

Less than 300 baht/day

16

6

21.05

7.89

300 baht/day

14

8

18.42

10.53

More than 300 baht/day

4

3

5.26

3.95

By piece of work done

1

5

1.32

6.58

Unemployed

3

3

3.95

3.95

Information not available

6

7

7.89

9.21

Total

44

32

57.89

42.11

Level of Earning

Whilst unregistered workers generally were paid less that registered workers, this research did not find
that child workers were necessarily paid low purely because of their age. Indeed, the child migrants were
often at pains to point out that they were treated equally with adults despite the working conditions:

"I got 150 baht per day in my first job which was in a shrimp factory. This was the same as
adults, but I felt it was not fair so I looked for a new job" (SSI 29; Burmese female aged 19
years; working in food processing; migrated at 13 years)
"I'm not being exploited because I receive a wage the same level as everyone else and the
welfare is the same; we receive it equally." (SSI 62; Cambodian male aged 19 years; working
in mechanical parts factory; migrated at 17 years)

Conditions of worst forms of child labour
Using the definition of forced labour as given under ILO Convention 29 (‘all work of service which is
extracted under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not oﬀered themselves
voluntarily’) none of the 76 children and youth reported such conditions (although it should be noted
that the research project did not proactively access work sectors where forced labour is more commonly
found (such as in sex work, fishing boats or domestic work). Four youth reported clear cases of child
labour under obviously very exploitative conditions. The research also included one young male selling
sex in a massage shop in a notorious gay commercial sex area of Pattaya (although he stated that he had
voluntarily chosen this occupation).

Job and overall satisfaction
The children and youth were asked how they felt about their current job – whether they were satisfied
with the work terms and conditions and if they planned to change job. 17.11% felt that their working
conditions were poor or that they were being exploited and they wished to find alternative jobs. 68.42%
felt satisfied with their jobs with just over two thirds of these feeling their work conditions were fair
and the other third describing them as good. Proportionally, more boys tended to describe their work as
good, with girls more likely to rank their work as fair or poor:

"The construction supervisor is very strict and very good at scolding! He only scolds
though when he assigns some tasks and I don't get it. However, there are Cambodian
friends or senior staﬀ who help to teach me and explain when he assigns new tasks." (SSI
74; Cambodian male aged 18 years; working in construction site; migrated at age 17 years)
"I like working here (painting in construction site). I don't want to change the job as it is
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good here already. My employer pays the same rate for Thai or Burmese workers. I don't
have any feeling of being exploited or taken advantage of. I don't feel that I am a victim of
anything bad at all." (SSI 42; Burmese boy aged 15 years; working in construction site;
migrated at 15 years)
In all, in light of the low wages, long hours and diﬃcult work conditions, approximately half of the
children said that they would still change job if the opportunity arose and in general, the youth remained
very mobile and changed work more than 2 or 3 times:

"I am working in a sheet metal stamping factory. I start work at 8am and in a normal day
I will get 260 baht as I'm not registered. If I do overtime to 9pm I get 390 baht and the best
is to midnight when they will pay me 500 baht. At least here I don't have to worry about
police which is diﬀerent from my last job at the construction site (because someone called
the police to arrest us). I want to change job though as the OT is not stable - last week I
didn't have any." (SSI 61; Cambodian male aged 18 years; working in mechanical parts
factory; migrated at 15 years)
In an attempt to better understand the children and youth’s perception of their current situation and their
attitude and feelings towards their migratory experience to date, the research helped them to facilitate a
description of their overall satisfaction levels. Being able to earn and help family back home was a key
indicator of what the young migrants considered to be a beneficial outcome. They also valued having
matured and becoming independent:

"I have experienced new things and have spent my life in a way I have never done before. I
think this time is the first that I have led my life without adults instructing me what to do. I
have become diligent and I take my job seriously." (SSI 04; Thai boy aged 16 years; working
as watchman; migrated at 10-12 years)
"I feel so good to be able to send money home to solve Mum's debt." (SSI 28; Burmese
female aged 19 years; working as food vendor; migrated at 14 years)
Learning Thai language had a significant impact on the migratory experience of the foreign youth
and not surprisingly, it was rated as the most frequent new learning along with English and computer
training (41%).
Poor working conditions and low earning levels were the greatest sources of unhappiness, especially
where the children felt that they had not been able to start saving or sending money home. 10.53%
of ICM felt that they experienced discrimination in the workplace – either because they were foreign
workers or not respected or trusted by their employers or co-workers:

"Even though my old factory was big and has got many employees, they would pay
Myanmar labourers less than the normal rate. As soon as I got my registration documents,
I left and got new work." (SSI 14; Burmese girl aged 18 years; working in garment factory;
migrated at 14 years)
"I do not feel that I've been able to save up money yet. In the end, the salary is still not
enough and I have to borrow to pay my room rent (although I receive 300 baht/day and can
do overtime)." (SSI 04; Thai boy aged 16 years; working as watchman; migrated at 10-12
years)
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Few of the foreign child migrants reported much social life or interactions within the local community.
This is perhaps not surprising in light of the long working hours, lack of Thai language ability and
fear of being reported due to their illegal status in the country. Contact with family and friends back
home was clearly important for many of the children and sending money back to the family was often
an opportunity to call home. Whereas all the youth now had cell phones or various ways of making
overseas calls, there were often logistical constraints for families back in Myanmar where mobiles were
not used and often a rural village had only a few landlines.
Another indicator contributing towards overall well-being and agency versus exploitation and traﬃcking
examined in this research was what advice the youth would give to other adolescents contemplating
migration which mainly centred on youth keeping a low profile and trying to do the best to fit in/
integrate:

"When they arrive, they should not dress themselves too 'flashy', e.g. cut their hair short
- should not keep it long. And they should behave like Thais. When they come back to their
room and stay in their room, they should not put on their music too loud.... We come here
to earn money, so we should behave in a way that when we are here, they like us." (SSI 09;
Cambodian boy aged 16 years; working fabric printing; migrated at 14 years)

An example of one of the Life History
Timelines of a child migrant (see full
report for full representation)
Nationality:
Gender:
Age at Migration:
Current age:

SSI 71/LHII 09
Vey sad

Sad

Happy

Normal

Cambodian
Female
16 years old
17 years old

Very happy

1994
1998
1999
999
In December, First
bridge acrose
Mekong River
Open,, ??? east west

200
2000
2001

-

Started school, primary level.

-

Hold a small baby and dropped the baby, got told off by others
but mum beat me for the first time.

-

Started school at the age of 5.
Climbed a tree to pick its fruits, and fell down. I got beaten by
dad for the first time, telling me never do it again. I reported to
mum when mum back from paddy field.

-

I like a drawing class at schools, mostly I drew mountains, and
brought the drawings back to show to parents

-

At the age of 7, started working to grow and harvest rice,
earned 25 baht/day. Had been doing this work once a year ever
since, before I came to work in Thailand.
My drawings of flowers got in a competition, I won and got a
doll as a reward.

2002

Son of King
Narodom sihanouk
(Narodom Sihamoni
was crowned as his
successor |
Tsunami in Thailand

Riot, destroyed
Thai Embassy, Thai
TV programmes
banned in Cambodia, due to the bad
claim of owner of
Angkor Wat by a
Thai TV Star

2003
003

-

2004

-

-

2005

2006
2007
Disputed with
Thailand on land
near Preah Viharn
Temple

2008
Micheal
jackson
passed away

2009
009
Flooding in
Bangkok

Big flooding
in Thailand
(not Bangkok)

Kung-num style
Former King
Narodom Sihanook died in
Beijing, China

Cremation of
Narodom
Sihanook

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

-

Mum took me to a fun fair at a temple every year but this year
mum bought me a nice sweets (Ka nom tal)
I drown as went to swim with 5 friends; I did not know how to
swim. Friends helped me from the drowning and mum beat me
for being naughty.
At the age of 9, left school graduating at Phathom 1. I did not
want to be at school, always sneaked out of school and came
home.
Mum bought a gold necklace, 25 stang in weight. It cost 2,000
baht at that time, mum got money from work in agriculture. I
was very happy.

- Went to row a boat with older sister, the boat got a hole and
sank very quickly so we had to swim to shore (happy memory
– make me laugh). Passer-by helped me to get to the shore, as
still I did not know how to swim.
- Got 50 baht/day for the first time for working to grow and har
vest rice (from 25 baht/day at the beginning).
- Went to watch a concert in the village for the first time,
sneaked out of home as mum did not want me to go. I got told
off by mum and dad in the morning.
- I gave the gold necklace to a new born niece to welcome her to
the family (tradition), she was the first niece in the family.
- Older sister came to work in Thailand in a factory, uncle intro
duced her to this work.
- I did a construction work near home in Cambodia with neigh
bour, only work there for 10 days, 60 baht/day because it was
too much hard work as a labourer.
- Moved house, parents sold our 18 rai paddy field, and bought a
new piece of land to grow corns, potatoes. Because relatives
said paddy field did not give money, better to grow corns, etc.
The new land is in forest, and we built a house there.
- Went to Angkor Wat with mum and dad.
- Helped mum and dad to grow beans, corns. When having free
time, took a job to pick corns with mum and older sister,
received 100 baht/day. Dad looked after own crops.
- Went to stay with cousins at Pai Rin province, helping them sell
cosmetic. Got paid 10,000 bath/year. Then, I came to Thailand.
- At the age of 16, left Cambodia to Thailand to work with my
sister in Samut Prakarn province. When arriving, I did not have
a job for 2 weeks; hard to find a job.
- Went to Big C after being here for 2 months, I was so excited to
see all things there.
- Got a job in a steel factory, uncle-in-law introduced me. At the
end of the year in December, I changed job to a factory making
disc, the wage is better, friend introduced this work to me.
- Went back home with boyfriend (we worked together in the
same steel factory). We got married and stayed at home for 15
days, spent New Year at home.
- Moved in together with husband.
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5. MIXED METHODOLOGY RESEARCH EXAMINING
RESILIENCE
Resiliency in children is often viewed as the ability to overcome risks and negative experiences and to
be able to ‘bounce back’ and become even stronger. As an independent child migrant, the young person
navigates his or her journey and life in the face of adversity to find work and new life experiences. This
component of the research aimed to identify if there is a correlation between resilience and individual
coping attributes in independent migratory children and those children who do not migrate and also
whether diﬀerent nationalities of children who migrate independently demonstrate more or less the
same attributes/tendencies towards resilience and coping.
To identify associations useful in addressing the purpose of the resilience research analysis, Pearson’s
correlation coeﬃcient and measurement model using SPSS was used. The statistical analysis indicated
that there were no significant diﬀerences in the value of means between the 2 groups (the target group
and the control group) suggesting that these factors and variables are equally present in the majority
of children. This appears to reaﬃrm existing research into risk and resilience which suggests the
primacy of the personal characteristics of the individual child, family circumstances and social and
environmental support as the key determinants but in diﬀerent combinations and dynamics depending
upon the situations they are in.
LISREL software was used to perform a series of confirmatory factor analyses in order to evaluate the
connectedness between resilience and coping in children and the diﬀerent attributes and factors, including
causality. A statistical F-test was also used to compare means between the 3 groups (nationalities) from
within the target population. All four of the chosen attributes of the self-administered questionnaire
were found to have a significant contribution towards resilience and coping. For both the independent
child migrants and the control group the highest contributing factor was the individual coping attribute
which included indicators such as being ‘street smart’ (e.g. confident, independent and feeling in control).
Certainly, the young migrants appeared to demonstrate a strong sense of self-eﬃcacy that empowered
them to deal with life’s challenges:

"I'm happy because I feel in control of my life. I have good health, lots of friends and I'm
independent in my life. I have a job that I can support myself plus I can send money home
to help my family." (SSI 12; Thai male aged 19 years; working in laundry shop; migrated
at 16 years)
The resilience analysis undertaken in this research also pointed to some relevant gender diﬀerences
within the diﬀerent attributes that are likely to have an impact on overall resilience in boys and girls. The
one attribute that showed significant statistical diﬀerence between boys and girls was the attributes of the
child. In light of the commonly used indicators for this attribute, the boys not surprisingly demonstrated
a predominance of individual traits such as self-confidence, risk taking or more out-going personalities
that are more generally found in adolescent boys in many cultures. One key informant working with
street children had also noticed this diﬀerence in boys:
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"They are roguish and have a forcefulness in their body. They seem to have so much
confidence, no matter whether that confidence is good or bad." (KII 05)
Similarly, the cultural and gender diﬀerences between how children are reared and expected to behave
can have varied aﬀects. For example, girls’ relationships with their friends can bring an outcome of more
nurturing behavior, empathy and bonding which can have an important beneficial eﬀect on individual
coping strategies for example. As noted by one key informant:

“Another thing, a good thing, is that in Southeast Asia, they like to make merit [Buddhist
practice] - but this mainly applies to girls not boys! Girls like to make merit together, they
support each other emotionally. A religious ceremony is organised in their own communities,
and this provides them an opportunity to spend time together with their friends, e.g. to cook
together, etc. Many of them do this.” (KII 02; NGO staﬀ)
The analysis of the self-administered resilience and coping questionnaires gave some interesting results
when the nationalities of the children were compared. Whereas the sample size and non-random
sampling technique does not allow representational findings to be extrapolated, they did raise some
possible noteworthy insights. Firstly, within all factors and attributes of resilience and coping that were
measured, the Cambodian independent child migrants fared marginally better than the Thai children
and both Khmer and Thai were statistically significantly higher than the Burmese children for all factors.
Finally, the only factor that demonstrated no statistical diﬀerences between the 3 nationalities was the
social environment variable. This would seem more understandable because each of the three groups
of independent child migrants were found in the same living and work environments and relied and
utilized their own personal circle or networks of relatives and friends when in need of advice or support:

“Since I arrive here in Thailand I don’t have a job yet. I don’t want my mother to feel sad
about me that I’ve been jobless for almost 4 months. I told my aunt [who I live with] please
don’t tell my mother. I try to live as a strong person. My aunt helps me with some small
things and my friend sometimes gives me rice or some snacks. I don’t have a mobile phone
but when I need to talk to my mother I use my aunt’s mobile.” (SSI 53; Burmese female
aged 18 years; currently unemployed; migrated at 17 years)
Localised historical, political and socio-economic constructs, cultural beliefs, familial obligations and
parental expectations all appear to have a significant impact on how resilience manifests itself that
goes beyond the Western-centric norms and ideals. As the unusual results that diﬀerentiated the
resilience and individual coping comparisons for Burmese and Khmer children seemed to show, the
conceptualizations of resilience could vary across political and historical spaces. This therefore requires
further research and understanding so as not to misinterpret these diﬀerences.

24

25

Conclusions and
Recommendations
The presumed notion of vulnerability and victimhood of child migrants, often ignores the fact that they
may be migrating voluntarily, for economic reasons and exercising their agency and self-determination
rights. Given the scarcity of empirical data on the aspirations and goals of children as active agents in
the migratory processes, this research project has given voice to the children to enable them to relate
their migratory experience from their experience. This oﬀers the potential to reassess the common
assumptions, judgements and adult constructs concerning children’s agency within migratory processes
in the hope that it could lead to a re-composition of better formal and informal protection systems, thus
reducing the risks of unsafe independent child migration and resulting in more positive outcomes.
Whilst this study employed mixed methods of qualitative and quantitative research, there are some
significant limitations that must be borne in mind when extrapolating the findings. Lack of randomized
sampling, a relatively small sample size, problems of bias or lack of openness in the response of
respondents in this study are all potential concerns although the child-centred approach to the research
methodology was an attempt to oﬀset this.
Despite these challenges, this research has revealed an important paradox in how migrant children are
portrayed which resulted in a better understanding of mobility and agency in children’s lives. More
child-centred research on this topic is needed so that children and youth can be consulted in a meaningful
and safe way that enables their perspectives and aspirations to emerge and transcend traditional and
restrictive idealized perceptions of childhood. Secondly, the growing interest and body of research on
children’s resilience needs to expand more into specific contexts that take into account the inter-related
factors of localized historical, political and socio-economic contexts. Thirdly, more research is needed on
all forms of migration of children (not just the worst forms) that is age-specific and that reflects the rights
and applicable legal framework for these children to acquire legal status, appropriate paid employment
and secure better lives.
Whilst the scale of the problem of victimization of children in labour or through traﬃcking is diﬃcult
to estimate, the types of exploitation and abuse are well documented in Thailand. Many studies have
documented appalling cases of traﬃcking and the worst forms of child labour in domestic work,
manufacturing, agriculture and the fishing and food processing sectors which appears to be at odds with
the apparent large number of children who still migrate to Thailand, often independently, and work in
the country for so long. There is therefore a need to explain the disconnect between these two scenarios
with the children in this research seemingly positively exercising their agency and self-determination
which is a departure from them usually being viewed as docile, vulnerable and passive victims in need
of protection from ruthless employers and traﬃckers who control and exploit them.

Understanding the ‘why’
Although these children are employed in some very diﬃcult conditions and they are clearly hard
working, it was rare to hear them complaining about their remuneration or even work conditions.
In fact, they appear to get satisfaction from working. Frederic Herzberg is a prominent writer on the
topic of motivation theory and he suggests that whilst what he calls ‘hygiene factors’ (such as working
conditions, compensation) are important it is the ‘motivators’ (recognition, responsibility, personal growth
and meaningful purpose from work) that generally takes primacy in determining overall motivation.
Certainly the majority of the children sampled had migrated from a deep desire to help support their
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family financially back home. They reported a high sense of pride from their remittances back to family
and they consistently felt that they had matured and grown since starting work. Adolescents are primed
for a high need for achievement and their migratory journey is the immediate way that they pursue that.

Understanding the ‘what’
This research has highlighted that a key capability of children is resiliency. In this study resilience has
been seen as a set of inter-related qualities that helps a child to withstand many of the negative eﬀects of
adversity and indeed thrive. These qualities proved to be a diverse and rich mix of talents, characteristics
and relationships and are what the child utilizes in times of hardship. Nevertheless, it is the motivation
to migrate that is the overriding factor to embark on their journey.

Understanding the ‘how’
Agency is what the child does with its resiliency skills and abilities and is how the child navigates the
obstacles and challenges of migration. The children who participated in this research demonstrated high
levels of agency as shown by the diversity of how they analysed and responded to the varying contexts
they faced in their daily lives.
Resilience therefore is what the child relies on when migrating, agency is how the child navigates the
migratory journey and the motivation is why the child does it. It is the interconnectedness of these
three factors that best empowers the child in the face of the challenges and hardships that can exist in
independent migration.
Whilst education and schooling was very highly rated by the children who participated in this research
(and therefore presents opportunities for meaningful non-formal education opportunities for these
young migrants in their places of destination), the priority of the children changed and they were more
motivated to help their parents in the daily struggle of earning. Since leaving school, these children have
already been contributing to the family livelihood for a number of years which has actually given the
children the opportunity to develop many of the resiliency, agency and motivational attributes that they
later call upon to succeed when migrating.
Risks and dangers around irregular migration in Thailand undoubtedly exist and children (and other
vulnerable groups) should be protected from the worst forms of exploitation, abuse and traﬃcking
as a priority. However, the movement of independent child migrants is an uncontrollable and
voluntary process and prevention projects in the sending communities are unlikely to address the
financial and personal motivations of these young migrants. Furthermore, where the child labour
migration response is dominated by a human traﬃcking perspective, policies and national security
concerns are likely to mask the adolescent child’s agency and right to work and increase their
vulnerability to poor pay and abuse of labour standards. Whilst many of the youth in this research
project found themselves in work contexts which take advantage of their limited ability to negotiate
terms conditions, in general they are suﬃciently mobile and able to seek out work that they find
acceptable and which they are even happy to take on. The adolescent children reached through this
research have substantial levels of motivation, resiliency and agency that have tended to lead to
significantly positive outcomes and migratory experiences. To give one of the children the last word:

“I’m glad that I could come and work in Thailand. I think my life at the moment is good
as I have chance to come here, earn and study [Thai language] and therefore I have chance
to have a better future.” (SSI 09; Khmer boy aged 16 years; working in fabric printing;
migrated at 14 years)
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General recommendations (particularly for the Royal Thai Government)
Urgent legal framework priorities exist for the Royal Thai Government, such as extending the rights
to health and welfare services in the Constitution to non-Thai children and to give full eﬀect to the
necessary international labour standards guaranteed under relevant international conventions. Safe
channels for youth to migrate legally should be scaled up and the registration and national verification
process urgently reformed and simplified. Reduce the cost of formal recruitment and promote the use
of standard employment contracts for migrants so that the benefits of this option to migrate include
legality and the chance for recourse if they are exploited. Public dialogue on migration and the costs
and benefits to Thailand of labour mobility within diﬀerent sectors would help to reduce the impact of
discrimination, stigma and the likelihood of exploitation of foreign migrants. A neutral and impartial
multi-stakeholder committee at provincial/district level (which includes civil society partners) could
assist in addressing labour rights violations for adolescents.

Specific Recommendations (particularly for civil society agencies)
 Minimise risks, hazards and vulnerabilities through targeted interventions which assist
child migrants in integrating into the local community. Build social cohesion between local
and migrant community members on relevant issues (such as health care, drug prevention,
crime reduction etc.) and raise awareness of migrant and labour rights. A simple but eﬀective
complaints mechanism/hotline for young migrants to report exploitation in the work place
should be established in all areas where migrant workers are concentrated.

 Support motivational aspirations by establishing youth migrant-based savings and credit
schemes to help solve debt problems and facilitate the setting up of services that ensure eﬃcient
and reliable channels for sending remittances home (through formal banking procedures or with
cellular phones to assist with ‘mobile money’ transfers). Establish Career Development Centres
that oﬀer information and access to vocational training opportunities, non-formal education
opportunities, ICT services etc. that fit in to the working lives of independent child migrants.

 Strengthen resiliency by creating ‘safe spaces’ for independent child migrants to learn Thai
language, life skills and meet (including with ‘older’ migrants that have been working longer)
so that they can discuss issues around labour rights, registration and regularisation processes,
household livelihood security, sexual reproductive health, substance abuse and receive
information on access to basic services. Use of ICTs (on-line social networks and discussion
groups) can help foster local social and support networks and allow youth to keep in touch with
family. Encourage social interaction and groupings of child migrants through mentoring/big
buddy schemes and sports and cultural activities.

 Move from exploitation to agency/self-determination by setting up an independent 24 hour
hotline and referral system with support staﬀ/counselors (able to communicate in Burmese
and Khmer). These should be established to receive information of labour violations, cases of
suspected traﬃcking, health emergencies and any other issues aﬀecting child migrant workers.
Child and youth participation and peer to peer support networks/strategies and ICT enabled
services, interactive websites and mobile applications can assist in sharing information and
disseminate news on vacancies and work opportunities or to check up on work conditions in
factories.
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