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From the left: Child researched
G. Bunzai and O. Tsolmon

going to a research site with a
research team.

Lessons learnt

 We had the following problems during the research:
· Addresses of children identified for interviews were not accurate sometimes.

The children reunited with their families from care centres lived in distant
outskirts of Ulaanbaatar. It was difficult to find their homes.  For example,
we lost a lot of time for searching the right place. We got hungry and tired.
We got wet in the rain. We were chased by dogs. Thus, for this kind of research,
right addresses should be provided in written form or clear instruction should
be given.

· Some of the interviewed children had behavioural problems. They had no
respect for and acted impolitely with an interviewer.  The interviewers had
made psychological preparations for objectionable interactions from
interviewees.

· Some children did not talk.
· Some children left interviewers without finishing their answers. Thus, younger

children should interview younger ones and older children should survey
their peers.  Give some rest to interviewees and do not force them to answer
so that they do not feel tired.

A vehicle stuck in the mud
when we were driving to a

field.  We pushed our car to get
it out of the mud. It was an

adventure.
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Children Living in
Difficult Circumstances

Research Report

 Child Researchers — Authors

1. G. Altangerel (13, male)
2. B. Ariunzaya (18, female)
3. Kh. Batzul (13, female)
4. E. Budjav (13, male)
5. G. Bunzai (13, female)
6. T. Delgerstetseg (17, female)
7. Ch. Nasantogtoch (17, female)
8. O. Otgontsetseg (14, female)
9. G. Oyunbodis (17, male)
10. U. Tsogtnyam (16, male)
11. O. Tsolmon (16, male)
12. M. Enkhjindelger (13, male)
13. E. Enkhsuvd (17, female)

Prepared for publication by Zoljargal Jargalsaihan, Child Protection
Project Officer, Save the Children, UK Mongolia Programme

Child researcher E. Enkhsuvd (age 17)

I liked the children who trusted me and
participated in interviews although they
were complete strangers to me.  Usually,
people don’t trust and talk to a stranger
about their lives.

Child researcher B. Ariunzaya (age 18)

I liked the way of conducting this
research. Children carried out all steps of
the research.

Child researcher G. Oyunbodis (age 17)

I felt upset when I discovered that the interviewed children had such harsh
lives and struggles. However, I became less distressed when I thought this
research would help these children to ease their hardships.

Child researcher U. Tsogtnyam (age 16)

I am glad that we reached our research goal through collecting the information
about the lives and activities of the children who responded to our questions.

Child researcher G. Bunzai (age 13)

I felt satisfied when I was interviewing children. I have learned to
communicate with and be open to people.

Child researcher O. Tsolmon (age 16)

I am glad I have learned many things. I have learned to communicate with
many children. I have become acquainted with many children.

From the left: Child researchers Enkhsuvd
and Ariunzaya during the research.

From the left: Child
researchers U.Tsolmon
and G.Oyunbodis after

the research.
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Foreword

I am delighted to introduce the report of the research conducted by children.  Save
the Children, UK initiated this child-led research to collect more comprehensive
information about children residing in institutions. However, the child researchers
decided to inquire about the lives of children in difficult circumstances and bring
their voices to the attention of adults. So the target group was expanded and goals of
the study were changed.

There was doubt and anxiety when the study was beginning. However, while working
with children, all the adults working with the child researchers were amazed that
that these children were so competent and bright. We are proud of them because we
witnessed their resiliency and dedication for a better future and their vivid perceptions
about the meaning of life gained through their experiences in both the upbeat and
downbeat sides of their lives.

The young researchers identified the research goals and methods and developed the
interview and survey questions. In addition, they processed the data, they collected
and prepared this report.

I am sure that the child researchers had enjoyable and stressful moments when they
were developing the research design and conducting interviews. I hope they gained
new knowledge, experiences and obtained new information. We adults who came
through this process with the children learned a lot about their lives and this enriched
our interactions with our clients.

Special thanks go to the children who spent all their summer vacation on this project.
Congratulations on publication of this report! Best wishes for your lives!

May all the ideas provided by children in this report reach adults as they aimed!
May their goal to reduce the adverse affects of complex problems on children living
in difficult circumstances be fulfilled!

 D. Olonchimeg, MSW
 Deputy Programme Director

 Save the Children UK, Mongolia

Child researcher H. Batzul (age 13)

I gained knowledge about doing research,
learned to talk with children.  It was pleasant
for me that I could keep children’s secrets
confidential.

Child researcher M. Enkhjindelger (age 13)

For me, it was nice when children shared
their secrets and talked about their families.

Child researcher Ch. Nasantogtoh (age 18)

The thing that I liked most was that I made many friends and also learned
from them about other children’s struggles and problems.

From the left - H. Batzul
and M. Enkhjindelger with Consultant

Andy West during the research

From the left: Child
researcher Ch. Nasantogtoh

during an interview.

Child researcher U. Otgontsetseg (age 14)

I’m satisfied that I have gained skills to do research, learned a lot about
children’s lives, met many new people, and collected lot of information.

From the left: Child
researcher U. Otgontsetseg

is interviewing.
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1. Introduction

Purpose

Reduce the adverse affects of complex problems on children living in difficult
circumstances bringing their voices to adults1 through assessment of their lives.

How the research was conducted

19 children representing care centres2 including World Vision, Verbist, Christina
Noble Foundation and Save the Children came together to conduct an assessment
study on June 22, 2006.  Six children dropped out by their own choice during the
study. 13 children remained in the research team until the study was finished.

Research team, June 29

During orientation, the children became acquainted with each other and introduced
the care centres where they were living at the time of the study or had stayed
previously.

Children’s drawings of their
care centres

During the study the children became closer to each other. They learned to work in
a team, express their thoughts and share their experience.  They gained knowledge
and skills about how to do research.

1 We  denote “ an adult” as a big boss, staff  of organisations working for children, a parliament member, minister, staff of
  ministries,  a teacher, a school director, or anyone working with children, teacher of a care centre and parent
2 Child residential care centres providing accommodation and services for children from 4-18 years old.

Children Living in Difficult Circumstances

taking care of her younger sister. Not long after that her father came in,
yelled for a while and finally went to sleep. After that her mother came in
and also yelled at her and hit her. That girl told me that “Even though my
parents care about me, they don’t understand my feelings, and they do not
talk to me.” It was clear from interviews that even though parents tried to
feed their children, they did not talk to their children openly and did not
know about their children’s feelings.”

Child researcher B.Ariunzaya

I felt very upset when I saw one of children I interviewed picking up leftover
food thrown on the ground. Also, I took pity on the boy who told me “children
were walking with their parents around me and were looking at me with
great compassion’, when I was singing on the streets for money. This boy
said to me “Adults usually get angry with us when we travel on public buses.
They yell at us because we touch their nice outfits with our dirty clothes.
Some adult push us off the bus”.  I felt great sympathy for this boy.

 Child researcher E.Enkhsuvd

During the interviews, I discovered that children are involved in hazardous
work after they lost their father and then their mother.  These children think
they would not let their children face the hardships they struggle with currently.
They think their children should not have bad behaviour.

Child researcher U. Tsogtnyam

Impressions of Child Researchers

Child researcher G. Altangerel (age 13)

I learned to communicate with people, and
gained knowledge about children.  I have
became a researcher.

Child researcher E. Budjav (age 14)

I think my first interview didn’t go well, but
the last interview went smoothly.

Child researcher G. Altangerel
during the research

Child researcher E. Budjav
during the research
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Before our research started we
children discussed our
problems in small teams.

Defining topics for research was very difficult for us.  We debated for a long time to
prioritise the following 12 topics out of 43 ideas proposed by all the children:

1. Family
2. Abuse and neglect
3. Future goals
4. Biggest concerns
5. Previous life
6. Things we want to change
7. Child welfare assistance
8. Dreams
9. Secrets
10. Harmful habits
11. Child rights
12. Hazardous work

Based on the selected 12 topics, we developed a questionnaire with 102 questions
and piloted it in a small group. As a result, we discovered that filling out the
questionnaire was time-consuming because of its size.  Some questions were cut out
after our discussions.  We decided to keep 92 questions and named the study “Lives
of children in difficult circumstances”.

Every child was involved in
vigorous discussions. Our
decision was reached in this
manner.

3. Thoughts of the child researchers

The most upsetting facts we heard during interviews

When I interviewed an 8 year old child, I felt very sad. The mother of this
girl had been sick and unemployed. Her father was unemployed too. The girl
had not had a good life. She helped Dad to buy medicines for Mom. They
collect wood, bottles, glasses and recycled metals. Her father cannot find a
job even though he tries.  I feel  pity for this little girl for not studying at
school and spending her childhood in the struggle to care for her sick mother.

 Child researcher Ch.Nasantogtoch

It was heartrending  when I saw too many children
who had become unable to trust anyone because of
cruel experience in their lives and who went through
torments, discrimination and humiliations even though
all children are entitled to a happy childhood. It seems
to me that neglectful parents are guilty that their
children suffer. Also, it was terrible to listen to how
parents make their children victims of their hardships.
Only parents can provide their children with
opportunities for a happy life and to be good people.
It seemed to me that children became  involved in

hazardous work or criminal activities in order not to  be hungry and to look
good.

Child researcher. T.Delgertsetseg  (Upper left side of the picture)

“I felt good listening to children who trusted me to answer the interview
questions and told me their secrets. Their talks touched me and made me feel
tender. For example, one child told me that “My mother is usually sick, my
brother told me to find money, the first time I didn’t know how to find it and
my brother beat me for that, the next day I argued with my brother. After that
day my brother stopped beating me. A few days later I found a job in a
cafeteria.”  This conversation touched my heart deeply. “

Child researcher M. Enkhjindelger

“One thing that touched my heart is that children, who never told their secrets
to anyone, trusted me and told their secrets to me. I promised them that their
secrets will stay with me. It was hard to hear about children’s harsh past
lives.”

Child researcher E. Budjav

“It seemed that parents do not care for their children. I am unable to forget
the words of one child I interviewed. That child first lived in the centre and
went back to home.  Her father drank, her mother had a painful disease, and
her 14 year old brother worked at a construction company.  She takes care of
the household. When I went to her house, her house was clean. And she was

Children Living in Difficult Circumstances
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We reached a consensus after
roundtable discussions.

Our definitions of the research topics

Family:  place where the child lives together with parents or relatives.

Biggest concerns: serious problems the child has kept in her or his heart.

Things the child wants to change: thing the child contemplates changing for him or
herself or in their living environment

Previous life: a time in the child’s life before he or she came to a care centre or a time
in the child’s stay in a care centre before he or she left to return home.

Short term goals: activities planned for the next two or three days or the next one or
two years. For example, do schoolwork or graduate from school

Long term goals: planning and commitment for future life and profession as well as
for what the person can be when he or she becomes an adult

Dreams: good thoughts the child envisages for him or herself.

Abuse and neglect:  parents, siblings, teachers, friends and peers cause the child
physical and emotional harm by beating or scolding the child, forcing the child to do
unwanted things through acting arrogantly or commanding the child, forcing the
child to go out to find money or steal.

Discrimination: communicating differently with or humiliating children by their look,
behaviour, family situations and clothes.

Secrets: confidential information the child does not want to reveal or the child is not
able to express.

Harmful habit: all factors that affect human body adversely.

Allowance: the money given by the State pursuant to laws

Definition of children involved in the study

We named our study “Lives of children in difficult circumstances” because our
target group included orphans, children who wander outside, poor children,
children residing in care centres at the time of the study or previously. The
research sample consisted of the following groups:

I came to the city with the injured arm. I met a girl whose name was Uyanga.
She took me a welfare hospital in the 13th micro district.  I have been in the city
for a year. My Mom may be happy about my leaving home. If I stayed with my
aunt, I would study abroad and have treatment on my legs. I was born with weak
legs. My leg got worse because I lived with my Mom. Her new husband neglected
and abused me. I reported this to the police. After that Mom hated me and stopped
calling me “my daughter”.
                                A 15 year old girl who lives with grandma, Mom, and brother

Poor children who live with their family

Poor children whom we interviewed lived in someone else’s home with their parents
because they did not have their own dwellings. These children had never been in
care centres.

We interviewed 21 children from poor families. Most of them were abused and
neglected. They were concerned about many things. Parents and family caused anxiety
for the children.  Children feared that their future life and plans might fail.  They
worry that their peers may tease them about their look, clothes and family poverty.
Most of the children do hazardous work. For example, they sell grocery bags and
TV programmes, carry and clean construction materials, load goods in open markets,
or collect bottles, cans and garbage or wash cars to support their parents.

I could not enrol in school because my grandpa passed away. Mom spent grandpa’s
property on alcohol, Mom is unemployed. I sell firewood to buy food.  I go for
wood twice a day. One load takes 4-5 hours. I sell a load for 1000-2000 tugrigs
at a fuel market. It is very cold in the winter to bring wood. To get wood, I walk
a long way alone. My back hurts when I carry the wood. I have carried wood for
four years. Now I am used to doing it.

                    A girl, 17 years old

When we are hungry, we do
not care about our ugly looking
ger. Firstly, we will get food
and then we will fix our ger.
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1. children residing in  care centres
2. children reunited with their families from care centres
3. children wandering the streets
4. poor children not residing in care centres

We selected these groups of children because we considered that they were in
tremendous need of support from adults.
The child researchers worked in two teams to define who would belong to what
group. The teams were formed with consideration of children’s ages.  A mid-
adolescent team was made up of 12-14 years old researchers. Older adolescent of
15-18 years old comprised a second team.

3 Children call the State Child Welfare and Service
Centre the Address Identification

Child residing in a care centre: a child who
had lived at home but left the family because
of violence and abuse from parents or others;
then wandered the streets and became involved
in robbery and stealing under pressure from
street children; then referred by the Address
Identification Centre3 or other organisations
to a care centre; and is currently living in a
centre and studying  at school to change his or
her life.

Children reunited with their families from care
centres: children who had resided in a care
centre and left it after a ger was provided from
the care centre or their parents took them back
to the family because living conditions had
improved. These children study at school.
Some families with limited resources let their
children work. Some children who do not like
to work leave home for the streets.

Children wandering the streets:
children who live and work outside the home
to support their families or themselves because
of limited resources in their families or the
death of the breadwinners or violence and
abuse from family members or others;   orphan
or other children who stay for many days and
nights at computer or other game centres  due
to violence, abuse and neglect from family
members or others.

Poor children not residing in care centres:
children who do not go to school. Their
homes are ugly. Their parents are not able to
work and force them to work. Some parents
who are able to work but do not do any jobs;
they take the money earned by children to
buy alcohol and cigarettes; and they abuse
their children, beating or forcing them to do
hazardous work for their acquaintances.
Children are unsupervised, become
unmotivated, underdeveloped, isolated from
society and lonely without friends and
school.

Children residing in  care centres: a child who
had lived at home but left the family because
of  household deterioration or abuse from
family members or loss of the breadwinners
or divorce of parents;  then wandered the
streets; then referred by the Address
Identification Centre3 or children’s
organisations to a care centre; and is changing
currently his or her life.

Children reunited with their families from care
centres: children who had resided in a care
centre and left it because a ger was provided
from the care centre when they became 18
years old or their parents took back them to
the family because their living conditions had
improved.  Some children may have left the
care centre by their own choice or through
wrongdoing.

Children wandering the streets:
children who wander the streets by their own
choice or under pressure from peers who
already live on the streets. Some children
collect bottles or cans for recycling and are
involved in petty crimes to support their
families because the breadwinners are dead or
parents are divorced or their legal guardians
neglect them; some of them are victims of
violence and abuse from family members,
particularly, from step-parents or others; these
children sleep in manholes, ground floors or
public spaces of apartment buildings.

Poor children not residing in care centres:
children live in poverty because of  the
deterioration of household conditions, for
example, parents abuse themselves through
harmful habits or are dead, homeless, or not
able to work, or some do not have jobs
because  they have no registration papers.

Definitions made by children 15-18 years old.Definitions made by children 12-14 years old.

Children wandering the streets

13 children wandering the streets were interviewed.  Most of them had been abused
and neglected and had family problems. For example, they ran away to the streets
because their biological or step-parents abused, neglected and kicked them out of
home. On the streets they learned unhealthy behaviour; they faced violence and
abuse from strangers and peers. Most of the unsupervised children were involved in
different types of work from easier ones to hazardous jobs. For example, they carry
carts in open markets, sell grocery bags and TV programmes, or collect bottles, cans
and garbage or wash cars.

A talented girl reunited with her
family from a care centre was

interviewed.

Child researcher Tsolmon
interviewing a unsupervised

child on the bank of Tuul River.

My parents were divorced when I was 5. My dad died in an accident just after the
divorce.  He was a policeman in a bank.  After that, I lived with my aunt for a
while. She wanted to bring me up. However, my Mom came and took me home.
She said to my aunt “this is my child”. My aunt was a paediatrician and my uncle
was a surgeon.  My Mom has higher education in computer science. She knows
English and Russian.  She learns Chinese.  Mom has a thick book in Chinese and
reads it. She is not working in her profession. She told me she would sell furniture
and rent an apartment. Then she would buy goods to sell. She drinks when she
gets money. Then she beats me and kicks me out of the home. She tells me “you
should go after your dad”.  I cannot go to school because we have no money.  A
grandma’s pension is not enough for three of us. My mom is 34. I do not remember
my dad. I only saw his picture. My brother is 17 and my grandma is 82. I ran
away from home on August 9, 2005 and came back home on August 30, 2005.
My Mom beat me with a rolling pin and big knife. The knife damaged my arm.

Children Living in Difficult Circumstances
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A mid-adolescent boys’ team

An older adolescent boys’ team
presenting their group work.

A girls’ team presenting their
group work.

Lives of children

Children residing in care centres
A half of the interviewed children who reside in care centres answered that they
faced some form of abuse and neglect in families, schools and on the streets. Also,
half of them worked to support their families. The children were concerned about
their family members and relatives as well as their future.

My mom married my stepfather in 1995. My sister was born in 1996.  In 1997 my
stepfather begun to drink and abuse us.  He threatened to kill me and my brother
with an axe. He severely beat us. He kicked my Mom in the face and back when
he was pulling her hair. We ran away to the countryside to live with our grandma.
However, my brother and I moved to a care centre because our life was difficult
and we could not find a job. In 2001, my Mom was murdered.  After that, we lived
with an aunt (a sister of my Dad) until 2005.  A son of the aunt had been abusive
to us when he was drunk. He accused us of not doing household work. He kicked
us on the head and burned us with cigarettes.  Then, I and my brother ran away to
the streets. We had to steal to survive. In 2006, I was accepted into a care centre.
It is very nice in the care centre. It is nice to be with many children.

      A boy who lives in a care centre

Children reunited with their families from care centres.

11 of the interviewed children were reunited with their families from care centres.
The majority of them left care centres when they reached 18 years or their parents
took them back when a ger was provided from the centre. Frankly, some parents
were more interested in getting a ger rather than caring for their children. These
parents abuse and neglect their children. The children did not experience abuse and
neglect in the care centres. After they returned home, their parents were nice for
several days. Then the parents began to beat the children and force them to do
hazardous work.  Because of this kind of maltreatment, some children ran away to
the streets. There are some children living happily with parents even though everything
they had in the care centres is not available in their homes.

I was unhappy at first. I became happy when I lived in a centre with many other
children. In Gachuurt village, it was so nice to be with other children. I am satisfied
with my past time in a centre. It was all right to live with many children.
                                                    A girl reunited with her family from a care centre

Child researcher Tsogtnyam
interviewing a child in a care
centre.
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2. Children as respondents for the study4

825 children aged 8-18 were interviewed for the study. 42 were male and 40 were
female.

Groups of respondents by living place:

Age distribution of sampled children:

As previously mentioned, our study had 12 topics including family, abuse and neglect,
future goals, biggest concerns, previous life, things we want to change, child welfare
assistance, dreams, secrets, harmful habits, child rights and hazardous work.
However, we consider that the following four topics of family, abuse and neglect,
biggest concerns and hazardous work illustrate most the severity of children’s lives.

Family

Questions under the topic Family were designed to clarify the causal questions for
the other 12 topics. Particularly what status the child has in her or his family,  for
what reasons the child does not live at home or likes to be away from home, who are
the family members,  what are the relationship patterns, especially with regard to
children in the family, were discovered.  Parents of most of the children drink. They
force their children to leave home or bring money. In other words, each family has
problems. For example, children have step-parents because their parents are divorced
or one of the parents is dead. Step-parents discriminate against their stepchildren.
Children are beaten, abused, and forced to bring money.  Parents may threaten to
kill children if something is missing and not found at home. Children who cannot
tolerate the abuse and humiliations run away from home and live on the streets.
Then they are referred to a care centre and prefer not to go back home.

Years Number of children
male female

18
17
16
15
14
13
12
11
8

Total

2
2
7
5

13
4
6
2
1

42

3
9
3
4
10
4
-
1
2
40

Living Place Number of children
Care centre
Reunited with families from care centres
Street
Living in a poor family
Total

36
11
14
21
82

4 Study findings are named by child researchers as the children involved in the study and placed in a second chapter.
5  82 interview notes were screened for research analysis; however, six of them were discarded because they were of
poor quality. This decision was made in a group discussion.

Biggest concerns

When we asked the question what are your biggest concerns, the children became
sad and thoughtful.   They shared with us what they had in the depth of their hearts.
Their concerns are broad and multi-dimensional. However, they are concerned more
about their parents, siblings, family conditions and the future.

When a father is sick and older siblings have no vocational education or job children
are concerned about their families and family members. Children from families with
economic hardships are distressed about their future because their access to education
is hindered.  For example, a 13 year old child is ashamed because other children
mock him because of his alcoholic parents and poorly maintained ger.

Abuse and neglect6

Many children said that their parents and relatives abuse and neglect them.  We
considered that the most severe form of neglect was when children’s biological or
step-parents forced their children to bring alcohol and food at any time of the day
and night. Children face some forms of abuse and neglect almost all the time in
institutions such as schools and other places they go.  For example, a homeroom
teacher and classmates singled out a boy from a care centre. The boy was stressed
out and afraid to go school because he had been accused of stealing if something
went missing in a classroom.

Hazardous work

The findings under the topic Hazardous work demonstrated the cruelty of children’s
lives.  A majority of children began to work when they were 9-13. Their parents
were at fault for the fact that children of these ages were involved in work to support
their families instead of studying at school.  A majority of working children do not
go to school even though they liked to study.

I was at school. However, I left school because of the family situation. When I
was 12 I began to sell newspapers with TV programmes. Now, I do various jobs.
Sometimes I bring wood from a forest to sell.

      15 year old girl

The main reason for a child’s involvement in hazardous work is that no one from his
or her family has a job.  Because of hunger children are engaged in different activities
including collecting garbage and bottles. Unfortunately, their parents buy alcohol
with the money they earn. On some occasions, older children steal the money. Most
children answered that they contributed the money to their family to buy food.

6 Abuse and neglect are actions harming children’s physical and psychological wellbeing.  Parents, siblings,

teachers and peers are involved in abuse and neglect; actions such as beating, forcing children to do

unwanted activities including stealing can be  involved.

Children Living in Difficult Circumstances
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