
	 1	

Save the Children UK Mobile Assessment Tool for Children on the Move 

Thailand Pilot Report – November and December 2010 

 

Kathryn Roberts & Lindsay Stark 

Columbia Group for Children in Adversity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 2	

Table of Contents 

1. Introduction 
1.1 Rationale for a Mobile Assessment Tool for Children on the Move                4 
1.2 Scoping Study Literature Review                                                                       5 
1.3 Mobile Assessment Tool and Initial South Africa Pilot                                    5 
 
2. Methodology 
2.1 Rationale for Methodology           6 
2.2 Description of Pilot Methodology          7 
2.2.1 Initial Key Informant Interviews 
2.2.2 Typology of Children on the Move 
2.2.3 Pilot Case Definition of Children on the Move 
2.2.4 Interview Site Selection 
2.2.5 Interviewer Selection and Training 
2.2.6 Sampling Strategy and Incentives 
2.2.7 Survey Instrument 
2.2.8 Eligibility Screening, Consent, Confidentiality 
2.2.9 Referral and Response Mechanism 
2.3 Thailand Pilot Site and Migration Dynamic                  9 
2.4 Limitations           18 
2.4.1 Interviewer Recruitment 
2.4.2 Timing and Raids 
2.4.3 Low Referral Response Rate 
2.4.4 Youth Researchers 
 
3. Pilot Assessment Findings Based on Sample Analysis 
3.1 Overview of Sample          20 
3.1.1 Interview Respondents 

Table 1: Children Interviewed by Sub-Group 
3.1.2 Child Age 

Table 2: Child Age at Time of Interview 
3.1.3 Child Ethnicity 
3.1.4 Travel Patterns 

Table 3: Time Since Home 
3.1.5 Home Province, and Country 

Table 4: Children’s Home Province 
3.2 Children’s Journey’s and Self-Identified Travel Needs     23 
3.2.1 Reasons for Leaving Home 

Table 5: Reasons Children Left Home 
Table 6: Who Made the Decision for the Child to Leave Home 

3.2.3 Mode of Travel and Travel Companions 
Table 7: Companions on Children’s Journey 

3.2.4 Entry into Thailand 
3.2.5 Children’s Travel Needs 

Table 8: Children’s Most Important Travel Needs 
3.2.6 Help and Coping Mechanisms During Journey 
3.2.7 Stressors and Difficulty During Journey 

Table 9: Difficulties During Travel  
3.2.8 Interactions with Local and National Law Enforcement 
3.3 Children’s Experiences in Ubon Ratchathani and Self-Identified Needs     28 
3.3.1 Where Children Sleep and Accompanied Status 

Table 10: Where Children Sleep 
3.3.2 Children’s Needs in Ubon Ratchathani 

Table 11: Children’s Most Important Needs in Destination 
3.3.3 Access to Services 
3.3.4 Recommended Services and Who Should Provide 

Table 12: Recommended Services 



	 3	

3.3.5 What Would You Tell a Friend? 
Table 13: Children’s Advice for Other Children on the Move 

3.4 Children’s Plans and Destinations             32 
Table 14: Future Plans for Movement 

3.5 Recommendations for the Thailand Programme      32 
 
4.  Key Lessons:  Methodology & Tool 
4.1 Data Collection Location         34 
4.2 Understanding Context and Local Culture       34 
4.3 Interviewer Selection          35 
4.4 Sampling Strategy          35 
4.5 Survey Instrument            36 
4.6 Participatory Ranking Methodology        38 
4.7 Using the Mobile Assessment Tool in Multiple Locations     38 
 
5. Recommendations for Use of the MAT 
5.1 Involving Children in the MAT         38 
5.2 Sampling Strategy             38 
5.3 Conducting Research with Hidden Populations        39 
 
Resources              40 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 4	

1. Introduction 

1.1 Rationale for a Mobile Assessment Tool for Children on the Move 

The movement of children across and within international borders is inevitable 
as they seek employment, safety, or opportunity. Looking at these children as 
a group allows the collection of data and creation of strategies to address their 
needs in their places of origin, while in transit, and at their destination. 
Although children on the move are a diverse sub-set of all children, examining 
their assets and needs collectively can highlight their common challenges and 
risks and allows these to be addressed comprehensively. 

In 2006, Save the Children made a strategic decision to develop a focus on 
‘Children on the Move’ in its thematic work on exploitation.  One strand of this 
work that Save the Children sees as critical in advancing is the development 
of evidence-based policy and practice work on protecting and supporting 
children on the move.   

Save the Children defines children on the move as: ‘Those children moving 
for a variety of reasons, voluntarily or involuntarily, within or between 
countries, with or without their parents or other primary caregivers, and whose 
movement might place them at risk (or at an increased risk) of economic or 
sexual exploitation, abuse, neglect and violence’. 

Children on the Move’ is not a new category of children. It is an umbrella 
definition that brings together many categories, into which children who are 
moving are divided. This definition therefore includes: 

1. Children who have been trafficked,  
2. Children who migrate (e.g. to pursue better life opportunities, look for 

work or education or to escape exploitative or abusive situations at 
home); 

3. Children displaced by conflict and natural disasters;  
4. Children who live and work in the streets;  

 

Children in all of these categories may find themselves at risk, including 
various forms of abuse and involved in the worst forms of exploitation, due to 
in part to vulnerabilities associated with migration. Children on the move are 
often part of larger hidden populations as they may migrate between countries 
without proper documentation, further increasing their risk for ill treatment. 
The creation of a mobile tool to document the journeys, needs, and coping 
strategies of children along their routes of travel will significantly enhance 
Save the Children’s ability to support children on the move.  In particular, it will 
attempt to fill a knowledge gap about how to design programmes and 
responses that are appropriate and effective for protecting children in transit, 
as distinct from children who are in origin or destination locations (although it 
may usefully inform the latter as well). 
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1.2 Scoping Study Literature Review 

The development of a Mobile Assessment Tool for children on the move built 
upon a comprehensive literature review of research methods concerning 
children in transit commissioned by Save the Children UK and carried out by 
Mike Dottridge1 in 2009 as the first stage in a scoping study. Dottridge 
explored existing research and learning about child migration and trafficking 
globally. Using his findings as a base, Save the Children took forward an 
initial pilot in Musina, South Africa in 2010 in partnership with the Columbia 
Group for Children in Adversity, with the intention of creating a mobile tool that 
could be used to examine children’s needs and coping strategies whilst in 
transit. Coupled with this mobile tool is a sampling strategy, Respondent 
Driven Sampling, which can be used to produce representative samples of 
hidden populations, such as children on the move.  

 

1.3 Mobile Assessment Tool (MAT) and Initial South Africa Pilot 
 

The MAT is a data collection tool that gathers information about children’s 
reasons for migration, their travel plans, their needs while in transit and their 
destination, coping mechanisms, and recommendations for future services or 
programming. Ultimately, the MAT will be used to inform programs that aim to 
respond to the needs of children on the move, specifically children in transit, 
and enhance their protection along migratory routes and in locations where 
they remain for extended periods.  

An initial pilot of the MAT was conducted on the border of Zimbabwe in 
Musina, South Africa. This data collection exercise yielded useful information 
and demonstrated the value of this tool for collecting data that can inform 
programming decisions. The pilot in South Africa, however, was conducted 
over a short period of time and did not fully test the methodology, in particular 
the potential of Respondent Driven Sampling or the use of secondary 
incentives. Additionally, the pilot in South Africa took place in one location, 
and therefore could not provide any evidence about whether this tool is truly 
mobile, as is the intention.  

Save the Children, therefore, decided to undertake a second pilot in Thailand 
on the Lao PDR border to further test the MAT, the sampling strategy, the 
mobile application of the tool, the use of secondary incentives, increased 
involvement of children, and the cross-cultural applicability of the tool and 
sampling strategy. Save the Children again partnered with the Columbia 
Group for Children in Adversity to take forward the second pilot. 

 

 

 
																																																								
1 Dottridge, Mike. “Children on the Move: A Review of Issues Regarding the Protection of 
Children in Transit.”  A report written for Save the Children UK.  July 5, 2009.  
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2.  Methodology 
                                                                                                                                                  
2.1 Rationale for Methodology 

The key elements of the MAT methodology include: 

• The use of Respondent Driven Sampling to produce a representative 
sample of children on the move; 

• The use of a new child interview instrument to collect data about 
children’s experiences of moving; and 

• Repeat application of the tool in multiple locations along a migration 
route to provide information about key migration patterns and to enable 
programmatic response in data collection locations. 

Respondent Driven Sampling2 uses incentives to increase the low response 
rates that are typical of chain-referral methods targeted at hidden populations. 
Rather than simply asking individuals who have been interviewed to refer 
friends for interviews, they are rewarded for doing so, receiving an incentive 
for participating in the interview themselves, then one additional incentive for 
each friend they refer successfully. The initial individuals recruited by 
interviewers are known as seeds, and following rounds of referrals are known 
as waves. Referrals are then tracked and relationships between different sub-
groups of the population can be examined. After progressing through various 
waves of referrals, Respondent Driven Sampling can produce a 
representative sample of the target population that is independent of the 
individuals first recruited as seeds. For a detailed explanation of the rationale 
behind utilizing this method, please see the Mobile Assessment Tool for 
Children on the Move, South Africa Pilot Report3.  

The literature review was conducted as part of the scoping study identified 
participation of children on the move as essential in designing programmatic 
response. The data collection instrument for the MAT was therefore 
developed to ask children about their experiences of movement and to gather 
children’s views about what they feel would be effective support and 
interventions for themselves and other children in transit. 

One of the major challenges in developing programmatic response to support 
children in transit is the fact that most operational programmes are static and 
based in single locations, whilst children move between many locations. The 
MAT was therefore designed with a mobility element – to be applied in 
multiple locations along a migration route – to enable programmatic response 
in a mobile way and to learn how best to support children as they move.      

 

 
																																																								
2 Heckathorn, Douglas. “Respondent-Driven Sampling: A New Approach to the Study of 
Hidden Populations.” Social Problems.  Vol 44, No.2, May 1997. p. 174. 
3 Rogers, Braeden and Lindsay Stark.Save the Children UK Mobile Assessment Tool for 
Children on the Move South African Pilot Report. June 2010.  
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2.2 Thailand Pilot Site and Migration Dynamic 

Ubon Ratchathani province was chosen as the site for the Thailand pilot. 
Located in northeast Thailand, Ubon Ratchathani lies on the border of Lao 
PDR, separated by the Khong River at some points, and checkpoints and 
mountains in others. Two sites within Ubon Ratchathani were selected to pilot 
the MAT: Khong Chiam and Chong Mek. There is regular and irregular 
migration across this border to both Khong Chiam and Chong Mek. Local 
police, immigration officers, and the navy in Khong Chiam and the army in 
Chong Mek patrol the border crossings.  

There is a strong connection between people on both sides of the border, as 
the area has changed hands between the two countries over the course of 
conflict. Due to this relationship, language and tradition are very similar across 
the border and many people have relatives living in both Thailand and Lao 
PDR.  

Children migrating from Lao PDR to Thailand most often do so to earn money 
to send home to help their family with expenses, to help build a house, or to 
help fund a sibling’s education. Young people most often travel to Thailand 
after being recruited for a job there, often by a family member or friend. Many 
young people make the journey in the company of family, friends, or a broker, 
and rarely report any negative experiences. After arriving in Thailand, children 
are rarely accompanied, often sleeping in their workplace; additionally many 
children have their freedom of movement restricted by employers. There is a 
potential threat of deportation, although the community and law enforcement 
appear to tacitly accept the presence of many young Lao workers.  

Internal migration exists as well, with people returning to Ubon Ratchathani 
after moving away, as well as those moving to the region to buy cheap land 
as prices rise in other areas. The experiences of internal migrants were found 
to be quite different compared to those of children from Lao PDR, as all Thai 
children were in school full time, working only after school or on weekends. All 
Thai children were accompanied by relatives in their place of residence. 

 Khong Chiam 

Khong Chiam was chosen as the primary data collection location, in part due 
to Save the Children’s connections with Alliance Anti-Traffic (AAT) working in 
the area, and AAT’s work with a youth group whose members served as 
youth researchers. Additionally, Khong Chiam hosts a large market 
frequented by the local community, as well as Lao residents who arrive in 
boats. During this market, the cost to enter from Lao is very low, 10 – 30 baht 
or less than one US dollar, and no documentation is required.  

Khong Chiam lies at the confluence of the Mun and Khong rivers, and has 
been expanding in trade and tourism since the construction of a bridge across 
the Mun River in 2001, connecting the town to Phiboonmansahan, Chong 
Mek, and the city of Ubon Ratchathani. The government of Thailand has 
promoted Khong Chiam as a tourist destination - part of its “Amazing 
Thailand” campaign, as the first place the sun rises in Thailand, the place the 
Mun and Khong collide, and as a base from which to visit local historical sites. 
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With tourist and business travel increasing, the local infrastructure has grown, 
with many guesthouses, hotels, resorts, restaurants and karaoke bars 
opening. Several hotels have built conference rooms to meet the demand for 
sites to hold large business or government meetings. Local community 
members own many of these businesses, with business owners from other 
parts of Thailand only recently becoming involved in the local economy. 

The economy in Khong Chiam used to be based in fishing, but has now 
shifted towards tourism based industries. The police, navy, and border patrol 
are all located in the commercial district of Khong Chiam, as the town itself 
and its authorities have existed for an extended period. Visitors to Khong 
Chiam include Thai tourists, a small but increasing number of foreign tourists, 
and government and business officials visiting for conferences. Most migrants 
come to the area to work in low-skilled tourism based jobs and are recruited 
from Lao PDR by business owners in the area.  

Migration into Khong Chiam occurs largely through a market that occurs three 
times per week, during which Lao citizens may enter for a small fee and 
without identification. Some irregular migration was reported, with migrants 
crossing by boat at non-official entry points. All entry from Lao directly to 
Khong Chiam occurs by crossing the Khong River, which is regularly patrolled 
by the Thai and Lao Navy, through joint participation in Border Liaison Offices. 

Chong Mek 

Chong Mek was chosen as a second site for the MAT pilot to examine 
differences in migrant flows, as it is an official cross border economic zone 
and a major site for border crossing. Migration dynamics in Chong Mek are 
very different from those in Khong Chiam. While some young people do move 
to Chong Mek as a destination and live there, many others migrate from Lao 
PDR each day to work, while others pass through and move on quickly to 
bigger cities.  

The areas on both sides of the border are economic zones, created in 
agreement by the Thai and Lao governments through an effort to stimulate 
financial growth and cooperation in former areas of conflict. In addition to 
being a former area of conflict with Thai communists, there is also a history of 
conflict between the local people and the Thai government. Government 
promotion of redevelopment included a plan to relocate local residents; 
however the community opposed this and eventually won the right to stay on 
the land. This land dispute has led to lingering mistrust and hostility between 
locals and the government according to residents. 

Chong Mek was not a community prior to the forced relocation of people from 
flooded areas due to the creation of the Sirinthon Dam. One result of this is a 
community that lacks cohesion to some extent, as the owners of many 
businesses are from other areas and are not involved in local affairs. After the 
creation of a large official checkpoint in 2002, businesses in the area began to 
grow. However, since then the government has changed the fee to cross the 
border form 5 baht to 30 baht for a day pass, decreasing foot traffic 
dramatically and leading to a downturn in businesses, as evidenced by the 
many empty storefronts. 
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The economy in Chong Mek is much more diverse than in Khong Chiam, as 
the town itself was built around the border market. The market is divided into 
two parts, with the original market on one side, selling mostly fresh foods and 
other goods, with the new market across the main street that is made up of 
shops housed in higher quality buildings, restaurants, car care centers, and 
karaoke bars. The army, police, and local authorities, outside of the border 
patrol, are all based outside the economic zone where the market is located. 
Visitors to Chong Mek come from both Thailand and Lao PDR to shop in the 
market, or are passing through on their way to other parts of either country. 
Migrants to Chong Mek tend to work in low-skill jobs in shops or stalls in the 
market, catering to cross border commercial activities, and outside of the main 
market some work in agricultural activities such as rice and rubber fields. 

Migration into Chong Mek is considerably different than that into Khong Chiam 
as it is a land crossing with a large official border and immigration station. The 
border is patrolled by Thai and Lao police as well as the Thai army, which has 
a base next to the town. Crossing into Thailand through the border station is 
more expensive than in Khong Chiam, requiring a border pass and 
identification. Irregular migration also occurs, where people cross through the 
forest and over the mountains on foot.  

 

2.3 Description of Pilot Methodology 

2.3.1 Initial Key Informant Interviews and Validation of Pilot Plan 

The research team conducted key informant interviews to inform the 
adaptation of the Mobile Assessment Tool for use in Thailand. First, the 
research team met with Save the Children staff in Bangkok to gain a broad 
overview of current programming and child protection and migration concerns 
present in Thailand as a whole and Northeast Thailand specifically. Once in 
the field, the team spoke with individuals and organizations delivering services 
to young people in the area including: Alliance Anti-Traffic, Share, staff 
delivering formal and informal education, immigration officials, and local police 
and military. Interviews were used to: 

1 Develop a typology of children on the move in Khong Chiam and 
Chong Mek and to identify places children might be found, including 
where they live, work, and congregate; 

2 Adapt a case definition of children on the move for the Thailand 
pilot study; 

3 Determine child-accessible and -friendly interview locations; 
4 Explore the viability of the referral scheme; 
5 Identify appropriate primary and secondary incentives; 
6 Understand other child migration dynamics at play in the area, 

including the seasonal nature of migration and existing networks 
supporting migration. 

After completing interviews with relevant local key informants the pilot plan 
and typology were revised, planning for increased reliance on one-to-one 
recruitment and seeding, adapting the locations for interviews to meet the 
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individual needs of each interviewee, and adding the use of cell phones for 
potential respondents to contact interviewers. This revised plan, typology, and 
incentive plan were then presented to Save the Children and Columbia staff 
for review, comment, and approval.  

2.3.2 Typology of Children on the Move and Likely Locations 

Two typologies of children on the move were developed to create the data 
collection plan, one for Khong Chiam and one for Chong Mek. While there are 
overlaps between the two typologies, there are also distinctions related to the 
differences in the two locations and the young people likely to be there. The 
research team used interviews with key informants, conversations with many 
Khong Chiam and Chong Mek residents, and guidance from youth 
researchers to develop the typologies, which identify distinct sub-groups of 
children on the move. 

The objective when constructing a typology of children on the move is to 
identify all sub-groups of the population in the area, to ensure that all children 
on the move are represented. Sub-groups of children may be defined as 
children with different characteristics that impact their social network. These 
characteristics include: age, sex, nationality, language, place of origin, length 
of time in area, and activities, especially type of work. A new typology needs 
to be constructed in each location where the MAT is used along the migratory 
route, because the sub-groups and their characteristics of may differ.  

The typologies were developed using a chart with three columns: child sub-
group, characteristics, and possible locations. In the characteristics column 
the following information was recorded if it could be determined: age, sex, 
population size, origin, accompanied status, average stay in the area, typical 
activities and social network (i.e. what other sub-groups of children this group 
comes in contact with). Please see Annex I: Typology of Children on the 
Move in Khong Chiam and Chong Mek Thailand.   

Khong Chiam Typology 
The Khong Chiam typology consists of 8 sub-groups of children on the move:  

1 Lao girls working as maids, nannies, or domestic workers 
2 Lao children working in bars or karaoke 
3 Lao children working in restaurants, hotels, guesthouses or resorts 
4 Accompanied Thai and Lao children in the formal school system 
5 Lao boys working at car care or car wash 
6 Lao girls working in beauty salons 
7 Lao children in Khong Chiam temporarily, to visit the market or as a 

transit point 
8 Children traveling with a broker or trafficker, using Khong Chiam as 

a transit point, not apprehended by the police. 

Chong Mek Typology 

The Chong Mek typology consists of 12 sub-groups of children on the move: 

1 Lao girls working as maids, nannies, or domestic workers 
2 Lao girls working in bars or karaoke 
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3 Lao children working hotels, motels, or restaurants 
4 Accompanied Thai and Lao children in the formal school system 
5 Lao boys working at car care or car wash 
6 Lao children working in the border market at a shop, stall or salon 
7 Lao boys pushing carts across the Thai/Lao border 
8 Lao girls who work in agriculture, partnered with Thai men 
9 Lao girls visiting their sisters who work in karaoke bars 
10 Lao children in Chong Mek temporarily, for shopping or as a transit 

point 
11 Children traveling with a broker or trafficker, using Chong Mek as a 

transit point, not apprehended by the police. 
 

Given that the typology is largely based around the type of work children are 
doing, their most likely location is at work. For example, children who work in 
tourist restaurants are likely to be working or taking a break nearby. From 
focus groups and key informant interviews the research team found that many 
children are in very restrictive employment circumstances, where they rarely if 
ever have time off. Some children are not allowed to leave their place of work 
even when not working and are very closely supervised by employers. While 
places like markets and parks were chosen as places young people 
occasionally congregate, it was recognized that children are most accessible, 
and in some circumstances only accessible, when at their place of work. 
 

2.3.3 Pilot Case Definition of Children on the Move 

The case definition for children on the move is used to establish inclusion 
criteria for sample selection in each location where the MAT is implemented. 
Save the Children’s definition of children on the move was used as a starting 
point, and was then refined to reflect the local context and the needs of the 
pilot, to create the case definition. Both migrants internal to Thailand and 
those arriving from other countries were included in the target population. 

All sub-groups of children were targeted for sampling except children actively 
being trafficked, as finding them would have required extensive investigation 
with little hope of success and would have exposed researchers to substantial 
risk. Children under 10 were excluded from the pilot as the team would have 
needed to create an additional “young child” tool, and ethical questions 
surrounding incentive use may have arisen. Also, if children migrated when 
they were under 10 they were excluded, despite meeting the age 
requirements, as their recall might not be sufficient to answer all questions.  

 

2.3.4 Interview Site Selection 

Identifying appropriate interview sites in each place where the MAT is piloted 
is essential to ensuring that children will present for interviews when they are 
referred. Interview sites should be known to children, easy to access, and 
should provide sufficient privacy for interviews. Different sub-groups of 
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children may perceive access to and appropriateness of locations differently, 
which means several interview sites may be needed in each pilot location. 

Ideally, focus groups comprised of children from the target population should 
be held to verify and expand upon information gathered in key informant 
interviews about appropriate interview sites. However, given the hidden 
nature of the population and almost complete restriction of movement, it was 
not possible to convene such a group at either of the pilot sites. Focus groups 
were held, however, with two groups of children of Lao immigrants, in the 
same age range and from the same location as the target groups. The focus 
groups included a review of the existing typology of sub-groups with revisions 
made as necessary, ideas for incentives, suggestions for approaching 
children, and additional discussion about the local context. While these were 
not a substitution for holding focus group discussions with members of the 
target population, they were very helpful given that the target population was 
not accessible for such groups. 

Khong Chiam Site Selection 

In Khong Chiam four sites were chosen for interviews, given the diverse 
nature of the target population. The early morning produce market was 
chosen to target children working in stores and restaurants who shop for 
groceries. The weekend market, which is highly trafficked by those visiting 
Khong Chiam for shopping, as well as those who enter Thailand during the 
market, then stay for longer. A park along the river was chosen as a place 
where both school children and nearby guesthouse and restaurant employees 
spend free time. Finally, one end of the Mun Bridge was chosen as an area 
close to restaurants, karaoke bars, and beauty salons. At each location two 
interviewers sat in visible locations, waiting for any referrals. 

Chong Mek Site Selection 

Site selection in Chong Mek was carried out with knowledge of the area, as 
well as experience gained from Khong Chiam. Three sites were chosen in 
Chong Mek, based on the geographic divisions present within the border 
area, and distinct groups of children present in each. One location was a 
coffee shop in the “new market”, where mostly goods are sold. The second 
location was at the front of the “old market” or the fresh market, very near to 
the border crossing. Originally a site was planned outside of a karaoke bar, 
with the permission of the owner, but with ongoing and escalating raids by 
police it was very difficult to stay in the same place as the bars closed 
periodically. However, as the karaoke area is relatively small, the team sat 
outside in the area, although not necessarily always in the same place. 

In Chong Mek, the team placed two bright green umbrellas outside of their 
location to identify themselves. All coupons distributed described the 
researchers as carrying these umbrellas, so that they would be easily 
identifiable for anyone looking for them, but would not stand out as 
researchers to others. Given the negative connotations associated with 
sharing information in the community, allowing young people to be 
interviewed without outwardly identifying them as participating in research is 
more acceptable and safer for interviewees. 
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2.3.5 Interviewer Selection and Training 

The research team was composed of an international team leader from the 
Columbia Group for Children in Adversity, two primary national researchers, 
an interpreter / researcher and a member of the Save the Children child 
protection section, who also served as a part-time researcher. The Save the 
Children Bangkok office selected both national researchers and the 
interpreter. Special attention was paid to hiring one researcher from the 
Northeast region of Thailand who spoke the local dialect, Thai Isaan, which is 
very similar to Lao. All researchers were between 25 and 35 years old, 
placing them relatively close to the age range of the target group. Both 
primary national researchers were male and the interpreter and Save the 
Children staff member were female, allowing the team members to conduct 
interviews with young people of the same gender whenever possible. 

In addition, members of a local youth group organized by Alliance Anti-Traffic 
and supported by Save the Children were invited to participate as youth 
researchers. The youth and primary researchers participated in two days of 
training, with an additional two days of training for primary researchers. 

The training consisted of units taught by members of the research team with 
expertise in particular topics, and emphasized the active participation of those 
in the training group. The preliminary two-day training with both youth and 
primary researchers addressed: 

1 Overview of the Mobile Assessment Tool (MAT) pilot in Thailand 
2 Trafficking, migration, and sexuality 
3 Research methodology – Overview of ethnographic mapping and 

sampling strategy 
4 Introduction to Participatory Ranking Methodology (PRM) 
5 Role play about how to approach children 
6 Research ethics and confidentiality 
7 Obtaining consent 
8 How the referral system works 
9 Risk assessment: safety of primary and/or youth researchers 

collecting data at karaoke bars and the youth detention center 
10 Researcher code of conduct 
11 Interviewing children: strategies and approaches 
12 FGD with youth researchers about typology and incentives 

After determining that the youth researchers would not be able to participate 
in active data collection, but would instead work to recruit seeds, they were 
not involved in the following two days of training.  

The second two days of primary researcher training included: 
1 Review of how to interview children 
2 Review of Save the Children Child Protection Policy 
3 Review of draft Khong Chiam typology 
4 Review of data collection tool and translation plan 
5 Review of referral scheme 
6 Creation of data collection schedule 
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7 Role play of approaching children for interviews, using data 
collection tools and creating a map with a child 

8 Pilot testing of data collection tool 
9 Creation of list of local resources and how to refer cases requesting 

assistance 
10 Revisions to the data collection tool based on piloting 

 

2.3.6 Sampling Strategy and Incentives 

Respondent Driven Sampling was attempted during the pilot. Using input from 
the South Africa MAT pilot, secondary incentives were used to increase 
motivation of seeds and interviewees to refer other members of the target 
population. Based on the typology and definition of children on the move used 
by the pilot, the research team targeted an initial wave of seeds for interviews. 
Before seeding began, however, members of the research team and key 
informants expressed doubt about the methodology, unsure that young 
people would refer others for interviews, and particularly whether young 
people would present for interviews after referral. With this in mind, the 
sampling strategy incorporated significant time for seeding to compensate for 
what was anticipated to be a moderate to low referral rate. Each day of data 
collection, researchers were both in position at a station waiting to accept 
referrals, and other researchers were attempting to find seeds for interviews.  

Incentive value did not differ by target group, as it did during the South African 
MAT Pilot, because the team had no indication that it would be more difficult 
to interview a particular sub-group. Incentives were referred to as gifts in all 
discussions with members of the target group, as it is a Thai cultural norm to 
give gifts as thanks. With this description, incentives distributed included 
cosmetics, small bags, wallets, perfume and cologne, hair ties and bows, 
body powder, and small boxes. Interviewees were allowed to choose from an 
assortment of incentives, in part to encourage them to complete referrals to 
receive additional incentives. The incentives offered were revised as more 
interviews were completed, with more popular items and items suggested by 
interviewees purchased for further rounds of interviews. Although items 
differed slightly, they all had approximately the same value.  

Given the diversity of target groups, incentives were more valued by some 
than others. For instance, girls working in karaoke, who earn a considerable 
amount of money were less motivated by the possibility of receiving another 
eye shadow or nail polish, while those attending school and not working 
viewed the incentives as were very valuable. The possibility of offering 
different incentives to different groups was discussed, but not followed up on 
because of the difficulties that could arise with intra sub-group referrals. This 
decision was also reached because, given the relative wealth of the 
interviewees who were not motivated by the incentives offered, the provision 
of more expensive incentives might not improve their motivation to complete 
referrals. In fact, researchers found that many children were motivated to 
participate in interviews and make referrals to have someone to talk to and 
spend time with, and to help the researchers, rather than by incentives.   
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Secondary incentives were used in the Thailand MAT, unlike in South Africa. 
Save the Children and the Columbia Group discussed the benefits and 
drawbacks of giving incentives to young people for referring their friends for 
interviews. The worry was that there was a possibility of children who had 
been interviewed coercing others to participate in order to receive a 
secondary incentive. However, the necessity of secondary incentives to 
achieve a high referral rate was emphasized in the South Africa MAT report. 
In response, the Thailand MAT used secondary incentives after discussion 
with key informants, and adding checks for coercion into the data collection 
tool for all young people referred. No one referred for an interview reported 
any type of coercion during the course of data collection. 

Referral coupons were used during the pilot to make and track referrals. 
Coupons included information about when and where researchers could be 
found for interviews, how to identify them, and a number to reach them if the 
person referred was not available during the times provided. Each child 
interviewed was offered up to three referral coupons to give to friends or 
acquaintances that were not originally from either the area. 

Of 117 seeds interviewed, 17 accepted at least one referral coupon, with 
remaining interviewees telling researchers they had no friends to refer, or they 
did not feel comfortable referring anyone. Of the 17 seeds that accepted 
coupons, four resulted in a referral and an interview. Of these referrals, none 
were a result of someone presenting at an interview station, instead 
researchers went to the place of work of the person referred to interview 
them. It was found that children were unable to move freely in communities, 
because of rules and worries about strangers and the undocumented status of 
the majority of the target group.  

This very low referral rate did not allow the research team to complete the 
desired number of sampling waves, despite the size of the total sample (121 
respondents). Respondent Driven Sampling was not successful in this 
context, and rather than collecting data through referrals, the sample was 
essentially a mix of a convenience sample and a snowball sample, neither of 
which yield data that is representative of the target population. This data is 
very valuable nonetheless as it sheds light on a previously undefined 
population. Given the challenges encountered using Respondent Driven 
Sampling, it might be worthwhile to explore other sampling methodologies for 
future uses of the MAT that better fit the target population of children on the 
move. 

 

2.3.7 Survey Instrument 

The survey tool used in the Thailand MAT pilot was based largely on the 
semi-structured, participatory tool developed for the South Africa MAT pilot. 
Differently, the data collection tool and the interview guide were integrated for 
easier use during the interview, and this was deemed to be less intimidating to 
children. The data collection tool and interview guide were translated into Thai 
by the interpreter and Save the Children staff, and were then verified through 
revision and piloting by other team members.  
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The instrument included a roughly drawn map of the Thailand/Laos PDR 
border, including major rivers and cities. Children were asked to tell the story 
from home to either Khong Chiam or Chong Mek, drawing their starting point, 
travel methods, way points, and any travel companions on the map. Children 
were then asked about that journey and experiences they had along the way. 
Children then identified and ranked their needs during their journey and in 
their current place of residence using participatory ranking methodologies.   

In the participatory ranking exercises children were asked to free list up to 
eight needs during their journey from home to Khong Chiam or Chong Mek. 
Stock items were used during the South African MAT pilot, as Save the 
Children was interested in knowing the relevance and usefulness of particular 
programming strategies. However, given limited programming in these areas, 
the Thailand MAT allowed children to free list all needs, to offer greater 
flexibility in exploring children’s needs and perspectives.  Given a relatively 
low literacy among respondents and because none of the researchers could 
write in Lao, rather than write needs on slips of paper, objects were used to 
represent needs. Children were asked to list up to eight needs, but very few 
children thought of that many. Once all needs were listed and represented by 
objects, the interviewee and the researcher reviewed these representations. 
The children then ranked items along a continuum from least important to 
most important. Children were asked to explain, in depth, the reason for 
prioritizing the need ranked as most important. Once the ranking was 
discussed the reviewer recorded rankings and reasons behind them.  

 

2.3.8 Eligibility Screening, Consent, Confidentiality 

Respondent Driven Sampling necessitates accurate eligibility screening for 
inclusion in the target population and interview pool, and to ensure that no 
one is interviewed more than once. Inclusion criteria were relatively broad, as 
all children on the move were eligible, as long as they had traveled recently 
enough to remember the journey and were over 10 years old. Rather than 
excluding children who did not fit into any sub-group listed in the typology, 
new categories were created, ensuring that the typology was accurate and 
complete. For eligibility screening, researchers expressed confidence that 
they would be able to tell if a child was fabricating a story. Additionally, as 
most respondents were Lao, distinguishing characteristics such as style of 
dress and hairstyle were a first step in identifying a young Lao person, 
followed by discussions about their home and listening to their accent. 
Despite the fact that many of the interviewees were in Thailand without 
appropriate legal documents, they were rarely hesitant to self-identify as Lao. 
There was little worry about children lying in order to be part of the study, 
given how wary of strangers they were and the often extensive effort of 
researchers to convince them of the safety and confidentiality of the interview, 
often making multiple visits before consent could be received. However, this 
might not be the case in other places, and more stringent techniques for 
identifying members of the target group may be needed. One advantage of 
using secondary incentives during the pilot was that no children attempted to 



	 17	

re-interview, as they could receive additional incentives by completing 
referrals.  

The pilot targeted children between ages 10 – 17. Children under 10 were not 
included because a different survey instrument would have had to be 
developed, and unless these children had traveled very recently, it is unlikely 
they would remember their journey clearly. Additionally, the likelihood of any 
child under 10 traveling unaccompanied was deemed to be low, and those 
traveling with parents would most likely be enrolled in school, a sub-group of 
children already targeted in the 10-17 age range.  

Age was anticipated as an opportunity for masking among interviewees, as 
many of them were working underage and Thailand has extensive child labor 
policies. This was addressed by asking children their birthday, then later in the 
interview their age, and also under which animal they were born on the 
Chinese calendar. Many children did not know their birthday, or their birthday 
did not correspond to the age given. Then, the Chinese Zodiac proved very 
useful, because while children could easily claim to be older than they were, 
many named a Zodiac year that did not correspond to the age named. Age 
masking was encountered with children in many sub-groups, and it is likely 
that much more occurred that was not recognized. 

Suspected age masking led the researchers to interview individuals who were 
older than 17, but fit other eligibility requirements. Interviewers could decide to 
interview someone who claimed to be 18 or older if he/she looked younger 
than their named age or told stories of having worked/migrated/been exploited 
when under 18. The decision to interview individuals outside of the original 
MAT parameters, which include only children 10-17, was made because Save 
the Children’s target group for programming is all young people. This decision 
was helpful as employers were less suspicious of researchers when they 
were open to interviewing 18 or 19 years olds, rather than only those 17 an 
under, which made both employers and employees suspicious or scared. 

After eligibility screening but prior to the interview children were given 
information about the interview including: its purpose, confidentiality, right to 
not answer any questions, stop the interview at any time, or refuse to 
participate. They were then asked for their consent to continue with the 
interview. Additional checks were built in to ensure that no children referred 
were coerced, a concern related to the use of secondary incentives. This 
check was done by asking them to describe the referral process, why they 
had come, and if there would be any negative consequences if they did not 
participate. No child who was referred reported any form of coercion.  

The research team was very serious about maintaining confidentiality, and no 
unique identifiers were ever recorded about any interviewee. Additionally, 
confidentiality agreements were shared and signed by the research team. 
Discussion of when confidentiality could be breached occurred, and the team 
understood that confidentiality could be broken only with the consent of the 
child. 
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2.3.9 Referral and Response Mechanism 

Before data collection began, resources in the respective data collection 
locations were identified including: health care, education, and other 
protective services. Alliance Anti-Traffic, Save the Children’s local partner, 
agreed to serve as the point organization for all referrals because of their wide 
knowledge of the area and the dearth of services available in the immediate 
locations, especially Chong Mek.  

 
2.4 Limitations 

This pilot had several limitations that can be addressed in future use of the 
MAT, whether in the pilot or implementation stages. 

2.4.1 Interviewer Recruitment 
The interview team was diverse, with members from different parts of 
Thailand and with different skill levels in data collection, working with children, 
and experience working in the region. In the future, experience working with 
children should be prioritized in interviewer recruitment. One member of the 
research team spoke Thai Isaan and was from Ubon Ratchathani. This was 
immensely helpful in speaking to key informants and gaining the trust of 
locals, as well as in interviews. The size of the research team was best when 
there were four people, two men and two women, allowing the teams to work 
in mixed-gender pairs when needed, with one pair at the referral station and 
another seeding among the target group. However, when data collection was 
split between two sites it was difficult with three or four people; in the future it 
would be best to conduct data collection in one location at a time, or to have 
separate teams working in each location.  

 
2.4.2 Timing and Raids 

During the team’s second week in Khong Chiam there was a raid on local 
karaoke bars, with several arrests. This increased the suspicion of both bar 
owners and employees when seeing strangers approach the bars. Through 
discussions with key informants, the team became aware that November and 
December are months when raids tend to increase.  

In Chong Mek raids were even more frequent because not only was the end 
of the year coming, but a new police chief was going to be inaugurated and 
Chong Mek was being “cleaned up” in preparation. This meant that those 
working in shops and especially karaoke bars were hesitant to speak to team 
members, but many workers had returned home or had moved on to other 
places where the likelihood of deportation or arrest were lower. By the end of 
data collection in Chong Mek, fear and suspicion were so high that no data 
could be collected, with everyone refusing interviews. Speaking to village 
headmen confirmed suspicions that raids were becoming more common and 
all outsiders were under suspicion. 
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Secondly, data collection occurred during the Lao rice harvest, so many 
young people returned home to help their families. This left a smaller target 
population for interviews, particularly in Khong Chiam. In the future, trying to 
ensure that data collection does not fall during times known for raids or 
increased out-migration would be helpful. This could have been avoided 
through early key informant interviews well before data collection began. 

 

2.4.3 Low Referral Response Rate 

Despite early key informant interviews that suggested Respondent Driven 
Sampling might be difficult, one of the goals of the research was to test it to 
the fullest extent possible. Many challenges were encountered such as 
children being unable to leave their place of work to come to interview 
stations. Many children said that they knew no one they could refer because 
they rarely left their place of work and refused to accept any coupons. There 
was hesitancy among children to accept coupons if they weren’t sure that they 
could refer anyone, despite thorough explanation by researchers. Most young 
people were afraid of researchers because they were strangers, so that even 
with referral from friends, young people did not approach researchers for 
interviews. Referrals only occurred when researchers went with the young 
person making the referral to see a friend, or in one case when someone who 
had been interviewed called a researcher to make a referral.  

Unfortunately, the low referral response rate means that while the data 
collected is very useful, it is not a representative sample and does not 
estimate the size of the target population. It is possible that other sampling 
methods should be explored to overcome some of these difficulties. For 
example, if the research team spent more time in the community before 
beginning data collection, perhaps holding group activities for youth during 
hours they are free from work, the youth might be less hesitant to speak to 
researchers and more likely to make referrals. Alternately, a methodology that 
does not rely on referrals or presenting for interviews could also be 
considered, given that the hesitancy to make referrals appears to be due to 
fear of outsiders, as well as a reluctance to give information about others. 

 

2.4.4 Youth Researchers 

Based on recommendations from the South African MAT pilot, an effort was 
made to work with young people from the research region to increase 
response rate, increase the comfort of members of the target group, and 
perhaps increase access to certain sub-groups. Alliance Anti-Traffic, Save the 
Children’s implementing partner in Ubon Ratchathani, works with a youth 
group in Khong Chiam, which conducts projects in the community, including 
awareness-raising about safe migration. Additionally, most of the members of 
this youth group are first or second generation Lao migrants.  

Twelve youth researchers participated in two days of training about how to 
recruit seeds for interviews, although they would not conduct the interviews 
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themselves due to time constraints. The youth researchers were paid for their 
time and received a per diem to cover food and expenses. However, after one 
day in the field the youth researchers were relatively unsuccessful in getting 
young people to consent to be interviewed. The next date youth researchers 
were scheduled to help seed again, only three came, with the others 
canceling due to other commitments. One further setback was that while 
many youth researchers are children of Lao migrants, very few of them 
actually know any recent migrants. The two groups, despite being the same 
age, have little to no interaction, detracting from the potential benefits of 
working with youth researchers. In the future, youth researchers could be an 
important part of data collection if they had more availability. Perhaps data 
collection could take place during school vacation. Or, perhaps more suiting to 
existing skills and activities, a research team could work with the youth group 
to hold events for young people in the community to familiarize them with 
researchers. Children have a valuable role to play and should certainly be 
involved in research, but perhaps data collection and approaching members 
of the target group is better left to primary researchers. 

 

3. Pilot Assessment Findings Based on Sample Analysis 

3.1 Overview of Sample 

Data collection took place in Khong Chiam and Chong Mek based on the 
typologies of sub-groups developed. In addition, new sub-groups encountered 
were then integrated into the typology and added to the data collection plan. 
These sub-groups included: 

1 Lao girls working as maids, nannies, or domestic workers  
2 Lao girls working in bars or karaoke  
3 Lao children working hotels, motels, resorts or restaurants 
4 Accompanied Thai and Lao children in the formal school system 
5 Lao boys working at car care or car wash 
6 Lao children working in the border market at a shop, stall or salons 
7 Lao boys pushing carts across the Thai/Lao border (CM only) 
8 Lao girls who work in agriculture, partnered with Thai men          

(CM only) 
9 Girls visiting their sisters who work in karaoke bars (CM only) 
10 Lao children in Khong Chiam temporarily, to visit the market or 

traveling through as a transit point  
11 Children traveling with a broker or trafficker, not apprehended by 

the police. 
To target these sub-groups the interview team split into two pairs. In Khong 
Chiam one pair sat at one of two markets, in a park, or by the Mun Bridge to 
receive referrals, while the other pair sought out seeds from the target 
population. In Chong Mek one pair sat in the fresh market, at a coffee shop or 
in the karaoke area. The research team spent 13 days and 30.5 person-days 
collecting data in Khong Chiam, while spending 8 days and 19.5 person days 
collecting data in Chong Mek. All of these days included seeding given low 
referral response rates. 
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3.1.1 Interview Respondents 

Over the course of 19 working days and 50 person days, 121 children were 
interviewed; 69 children in Khong Chiam and 52 in Chong Mek. Four of these 
children were referred, but researchers went to meet all of them at their place 
of work, none presented to referral stations.  

Table 1: Children Interviewed by Sub-Group 

Sub-Group Male Female # in Khong 
Chiam 

# in Chong 
Mek 

Total 

Domestic Workers 0 3 2 1 3 
Restaurant 8 19 26 1 27 
Karaoke 0 28 22 6 28 
Hotels/Resorts 8 3 10 1 11 
Accompanied, in School 7 2 1 8 9 
Car Wash 8 0 5 3 8 
Beauty Salons 0 3 2 1 3 
Shops or Stalls 0 17 0 17 17 
Pushing Carts 8 0 0 8 8 
Agriculture 0 2 0 2 2 
Temporary 0 5 2 3 5 
Total 39 82 69 51 121 
 

3.1.2 Child Age 

The target age for interviews was 10-17 years; however, the research team 
and Save the Children agreed that those over 17 could also be considered for 
interviews. This decision was made given the high likelihood of masking, as 
well as the likelihood that they began working when under 18. Additionally, 
Save the Children sees its target group as young people, and did not want to 
exclude potential program participants. Children and young people between 
the ages of 11 and 23 were interviewed over the course of data collection.  

Table 2: Child Age at Time of Interview 

Sub-Group Male Mean 
Age 

Male Age 
Range 

Female Mean 
Age 

Female Age 
Range 

Domestic Workers   16.5/17.33* 16 - 19 
Restaurant 16.4/16.6* 14 - 18 15.8/16.4* 13 - 19 
Karaoke   16.3/18* 15 - 23 
Hotels/Resorts 15.5 14 - 17 16.6 15 - 17 
Accompanied, in School 13.6 11 - 16 16 15 - 17 
Car Wash 15.9/16.1* 13 - 18   
Beauty Salons   16/17.3* 16 - 18 
Shops or Stalls   15.2/15.9* 13 - 19 
Pushing Carts 14 11 - 17   
Agriculture   16.5 16 - 17 
Temporary   15/16.2* 14 - 21 
Total 15.1/15.2* 11 - 18 15.9/16.9* 14 - 23 
*Excluding over 17/Including over 17 
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Given the differences in age and gender according to the type of work 
children are engaged in, ages are disaggregated by sub-group. Additionally, 
mean age is given, where applicable, with the exclusion of interviewees over 
18, and when they are included.  

 

3.1.3 Child Ethnicity 

Children were asked their ethnicity to assist in gauging the origins of migrants, 
as well as to confirm their country of origin. In Laos ethnicity is generally 
considered in terms of regions of the country: lowland Lao, middle Lao and 
highland Lao. Fifty children reported their ethnicity as Lowland Lao, 16 as 
Central Lao, and two as Highland Lao. This corresponds to the relative 
distance of these areas to Ubon Ratchathani as Lowland Lao is the closest 
region, with middle and highland Lao ethnic origins located farther North. 
Forty-three Lao children did not know their ethnicity, simply reporting it as 
Lao. All eight internal migrants reported their ethnicity as Thai. One child 
reported her ethnicity as mixed Thai/Lao. 

 
3.1.4 Travel Patterns 

Several elements of children’s travel were recorded to gauge their time in 
Ubon Ratchathani, as well as whether they had lived away from home 
previously, and whether they had any past experience in the region. By 
asking about total time in Ubon Ratchathani, compared to time since home, 
the research team could ask about other stops on the child’s journey. Most 
time periods are estimations; however, these give a general idea of how long 
children stay away from home and in Northeast Thailand.  

The mean time since children had been at home was 11.7 months.4 Sixty-nine 
children reported that this was their first time living away from home; 79 
children reported that this was their first time in Khong Chiam or Chong Mek. 
Of the 50 children who reported living away from home in the past, 20 
elaborated about their previous experience. Three children had visited their 
grandparents nearby in the past. Eight children described working in other 
regions of Thailand performing jobs like shrimp farming, cutting rubber trees, 
and selling clothes. Two children reported being sent to live with relatives; two 
reported moving with their families. Five children also reported working in 
other regions, but through the assistance of a broker. Two of the five 
experiences described detailed experiences of abuse; both children escaped 
from those situations without outside assistance, returned home to Lao PDR, 
then left to find work several months later. 

 

 

 

																																																								
4 Two children were not away from home at the time of interviews, but had been in the past. 
Therefore the N for this section is 119 children, rather than 121 as in other sections. 
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Table 3: Time Since Home 

Time Since Leaving Home Total # % of Total Mean Time 
Less than 24 hours 3 2.5% 7.7 hours 
Less than 14 days 6 5.0% 6.5 days 
Less than 30 days 7 5.8% 20.3 days 
Less than 3 months 25 20.6% 1.5 months 
Less than 6 months 24 19.8% 4 months 
Less than 12 months 16 13.2% 7 months 
Less than 24 months 19 15.7% 14.2 months 
24 months or more 19 15.7% 45.8 months 
Not away from home 2 1.7% N/A 
Total 121 100% 11.7 months 
 

3.1.5 Home Province, and Country 
During interviews children were asked to draw their journey from home to 
Ubon Ratchathani, on a simple map. This information was then classified 
according to province and country of origin5. The majority of children 
interviewed originate from Champasak province, the area of Lao PDR closest 
to Ubon Ratchathani, Thailand. Most other Lao children were also from 
Southern Lao, although two listed their home province as Vientiane in the 
North. All children who migrated internally within Thailand originated in the 
Northeast or South of the country. 

Table 4: Children’s Home Province 

 

3.2 Children’s Journey’s and Self-Identified Travel Needs 

Information about children’s reasons for leaving home, their mode of travel, 
travel companions, travel needs, difficulties during the journey, and interaction 
with law enforcement were collected using the Mobile Assessment Tool. 
Findings about these children’s journeys, based on children interviewed, 
although not a representative sample, provide an impression of children’s 
experiences during travel.  
																																																								
5 Due to often non-specific naming of villages in Thai and Lao, as well as difficulty translating 
these names into English, details about home village are not included here. 

Home Province Home Country Number of Children 
Champasak Province Lao PDR 99 
Vientiane Province Lao PDR 2 
Attapu Province Lao PDR 1 
Salavan Province Lao PDR 3 
Luang Prabang Province Lao PDR 2 
Savannakhet Province Lao PDR 2 
Chiang Kwang Province Lao PDR 1 
Chumphon Province Thailand 3 
Ranong Province Thailand 1 
Songkhla Province Thailand 1 
Nong Khai Province Thailand 1 
Ubon Ratchathani Province Thailand 3 
Surat Thani Province Thailand 1 
Chon Buri Province Thailand 1 
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3.2.1 Reasons for Leaving Home 

Children’s primary reason for leaving home was recorded. After giving one 
answer, children were prompted about whether there were any other reasons 
they left home. Children were also asked who made the decision for them to 
leave home. 

Leaving home to work and make money, whether for their family or to pay 
school fees, were the most common responses given by children. Connected 
to work, several children stated that a friend or relative asked them to come to 
work, or they were visiting the area and stayed to work. Some children moved 
to the area with their families or to stay with extended family. Children also 
reported being tricked by a friend to come work (in karaoke) or being recruited 
by a broker. Others responded that they were in the area temporarily, whether 
for shopping, to catch a bus, or to visit a sister working in karaoke.6 Finally, 
many of the children who migrated internally reported that they moved with 
their families for better economic opportunity, or, in one case, the family 
moved so children could have better access to education. 

Table 5: Reasons Children Left Home 

Reason Children Left Home Number of Responses 
To work and earn money 80 
Came to visit friends/family, stayed to work 10 
Friend or family member asked them to come work 10 
Moved with family 5 
To stay with family member 3 
To visit sister working in karaoke 2 
Tricked by a friend 3 
Recruited by a broker 5 
Temporarily here to shop or catch a bus 3 

 
When asked who made the decision for them to leave home, children most 
commonly reported that they decided for themselves, sometimes mentioning 
that their parents supported the decision. Some children responded that their 
parents made the decision for them, most commonly because the family was 
in need of extra income. Many children expressed a sense of obligation to 
provide their family with extra money. Two children mentioned parental 
separation as a secondary cause for movement, with one child leaving 
because of family finances, and the other being sent to live with relatives 
because of a new marriage. 

Table 6: Who Made the Decision for the Child to Leave Home 

Decision Maker Number of Responses 
Self 81 
Parents 24 
Self with Parents’ Encouragement 16 

																																																								
6 Researchers could not verify the truth of this explanation, however the two very young girls, 
14 and 15, gave extremely similar stories to researchers, raising suspicions. While it is 
possible neither of them works in karaoke, and both of the sisters they were visiting were in 
the hospital so the research team could not speak with them, it is also possible this was a 
cover story to avoid detention by police during ongoing raids.  
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3.2.3 Mode of Travel and Travel Companions 

Most children’s journey to Ubon Ratchathani was direct and did not last more 
than one day. The exception to this was the children traveling from Vientiane 
province in Lao PDR who spent two days traveling. Children traveled by 
motorbike, personal and rented car, truck, bus, van, taxi, boat, bicycle, and by 
foot. Most children used multiple modes of transportation to reach Ubon 
Ratchathani, due in part to the need to cross the Khong River to reach Khong 
Chiam, and the lower cost to walk across the border at Chong Mek.  

Seventy-one children traveled to Ubon Ratchathani in the company of family 
members, relatives, or friends, who accompanied them for part or all of their 
journey, then returned home. Some children also traveled alone, relying on 
directions given to them by friends, family, or their future employer. No 
children reported relatives or friends visiting them after they moved, but this 
question was not asked directly. 

Despite the proximity of both Khong Chiam and Chong Mek to the homes of 
most children interviewed, only those who still lived at home and traveled to 
Thailand daily reported frequent visits with family. From interviews with 
children and key informants the researchers were able to conclude that this 
was due to lack of time off from employment, the difficulty and cost to cross 
the border, whether through regular or irregular channels, and employers 
restricting their movement. Both children and employers cited the rice harvest 
in Lao PDR as a frequent time for children to return home to help their 
families. 

 

Table 7: Companions on Children’s Journey 

Companion Number of Children 
Accompanied 

Unaccompanied 50 
Parent(s) 21 
Friend(s) 16 
Sibling 14 
Multiple companions (parents, friends, relatives) 8 
Relative (aunt/uncle/grandparent) 7 
Friend of family 3 
Future employer 2 
 

3.2.4 Entry into Thailand 

Children interviewed reported diverse previous experiences living and working 
away from home. Sixty-nine children  (58%) reported that this was their first 
time living away from home, while others had previous experience, although 
not necessarily in Ubon Ratchathani. Seventy-nine children (66%) reported 
that this was their first time in Khong Chiam or Chong Mek, while others had 
lived in or visited the region previously. Children reported visiting relatives or 
the border market for shopping in the past, as well as previous trips to work in 
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Thailand, after which they returned home for several months, before seeking 
work again.  

When children drew their journey on the map provided, they drew and also 
talked about how they arrived in Ubon Ratchathani, and for those coming from 
Lao PDR, how they crossed the border. Given liberal border control policies 
that allow all Thai and Lao citizens to cross into the other country for one day, 
the vast majority of children crossed the border legally; paying from 5 to 30 
baht for border passes. Many children claimed to be visiting Thailand to shop 
in the market to gain entry, and therefore, while their entry was legal, are now 
in Thailand without appropriate documentation. Two children reported 
crossing the border without passing through a border checkpoint. One 
traveled with a broker and a group of children over the mountainous and 
mostly unpatrolled border, and was subsequently sent to work outside of 
Bangkok, after which she traveled to Khong Chiam. The other child also 
walked across the mountains, traveling with her mother to move to Thailand.  

 

3.2.5 Children’s Travel Needs 

After drawing their journey on the provided map, children were asked to think 
back and remember the things they needed while traveling. Children were 
asked to free-list up to eight ‘things’ they needed during their journey; ‘things’ 
was explained to mean objects, people, or non-physical things. An object 
provided by the interviewer (or the child if they had any personal objects to 
contribute), such as keys, a mobile phone, a pen or a stone, then represented 
each item listed. Once children listed eight items, or as many as they could 
think of, the interviewer asked children to review the meaning of each object, 
asking for clarification or details about any that were not clear. Children were 
then presented with a scale, ranging from least important to most important. 
Children were asked to place the items on the scale in order of importance; 
the interviewer then recorded the location of each need. Interviewers then 
asked children to explain their reasons for the positioning of the item ranked 
as most important.  

Money and gold was the most frequently ranked travel need, with 100 of 121 
children mentioning it. Children explained that they needed money to pay for 
transportation, border passes, food, and anything else they might need. The 
presence of a friend on the journey was ranked second most often, followed 
by that of a friend or relative. These were followed by clothes, a mobile phone, 
and a passport or visa. Many children ranked less than eight items, which is 
reflected in the total frequency of ranking for each item. 

Items that were ranked most important overall7 did not correspond entirely to 
those that were ranked most frequently. Family support and encouragement 
was ranked most highly, suggesting again that children traveling, particularly 
to work, is an integral part of the family economic system, rather than 
something undertaken by children on their own. Safety and freedom from 

																																																								
7 Items are only included here if they were ranked by at least five children. 
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arrest received the second highest rank, followed by the presence of a parent 
or relative, money or gold, and a passport or visa. 

Table 8: Children’s Most Important Travel Needs 

Need Mean Ranking Frequency of Ranking 
Out of 121 

Family Support and 
Encouragement 

1.95 21 

Safety/Freedom from Arrest 2.0 17 
Parent or Relative 2.13 46 
Money/Gold 2.17 100 
Passport/Visa 2.81 35 
Mobile Phone 3.05 39 
Motorbike/Bicycle 3.07 29 
Friend 3.15 63 
Better Travel 
Vehicle/Schedule 

3.37 19 

Clothes 3.53 41 
 
3.2.6 Help and Coping Mechanisms During Journey 

Children were asked whether there was anything or anyone who helped them 
to further examine coping mechanisms. Children most often responded that 
the person who accompanied them helped them the most. Many children 
responded that no one helped them or that the journey was short or easy and 
they did not need help. Some children reported that their future employer 
helped them on their journey by providing instructions, advancing them money 
to pay for transportation, or meeting them at the border crossing.  

 
3.2.7 Stressors and Difficulties During Journey 

Interviewers asked children to describe anything that made their journey 
particularly difficult. Most children reported that they did not have any 
problems during the journey, with quite a few reporting excitement at the 
prospect of living and working in Thailand. Some children reported sadness 
and missing family and friends. Other reported fatigue and that the travel 
conditions were difficult because of poorly maintained roads or the heat. 
Several children mentioned fear of the police or the border crossing. One child 
reported guilt after running away from home. Several children reported 
difficulties unrelated to their journey. 

Table 9: Difficulties During Travel  

Difficulty Number of Responses 
No problems 48 
Misses home 31 
Difficult travel conditions 19 
Worried about police/border 12 
No response 7 
Unrelated response 3 
Guilt for running away from home 1 
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3.2.8 Interactions with Local and National Law Enforcement 

Children were asked whether they had any interaction with police or law 
enforcement during their journey. Most children reported that they did not 
have any problem with police, or they did not meet them along the way. 
Several children described fear of the police at the border when their 
belongings were searched, but none were detained. Others lied to border 
officials to pass through the checkpoint, claiming they were there for the 
market and would stay temporarily. Several children mentioned that police 
asked them for identification, but let them pass even though they could not 
produce any. 

 
3.3 Children’s Experiences in Ubon Ratchathani and Self-Identified 
Needs 
Information about children’s experiences and needs after arrival in Khong 
Chiam and Chong Mek were gathered using the Mobile Assessment Tool.  

3.3.1 Where Children Sleep and Accompanied Status 
Children were asked where they sleep to gauge their accompanied status as 
well as any potential protection or risk associated with that place. The majority 
of children reported sleeping at their workplace. This ranged from a dorm 
provided by a resort to the floor under tables at a restaurant. Children also 
reported sleeping at a parent’s or relative’s home. This was most likely for 
accompanied children in school, and those working in the Chong Mek border 
market who returned home daily. Children also reported sleeping at their 
employer’s home or renting a room with a friend or sibling. No children 
reported moving to the region to live with a relative while working. Although 
some children knew people in the area, none were accompanied except those 
living with parents and those returning home to Lao PDR nightly. 

Table 10: Where Children Sleep 

Sleeping Place Number of Responses 
Workplace 69 
Parents’/Relatives’/Own House  29 
Employer’s House 13 
Rents Room 10 
 
Children were also asked where they slept “last night”; this was a check built 
into the questionnaire as children may name the place they are meant to 
sleep initially. Almost all children slept in the same place “usually” and “last 
night”. Some exceptions are: girls working in karaoke who spent “last night” 
with a customer, children in school who had sleepovers with friends, and a girl 
whose mother was away slept in a temple. It bears mention that there is 
nothing like a shelter or anywhere else for children to sleep other than the 
place provided by their employer. Also, in the course of data collection the 
research team did not meet any children who could be classified as homeless, 
and key informants confirmed that there were not any. 
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3.3.2 Children’s Needs in Ubon Ratchathani 

Children were asked to list and rank their needs in Ubon Ratchathani in the 
same manner as they did their needs during their travel from home. Children 
were asked to free-list up to eight items, assign an object to each item, and 
then place these items along a continuum from least to most important. 

Money or gold was the most frequently mentioned need, which stands to 
reason given that the majority of children were in Thailand to earn money to 
send home to their families in Lao PDR. A motorbike or bicycle was the 
second most frequently ranked need, followed by friends, a house in either 
Thailand or Lao PDR, and clothes or a hat.  

Family support and encouragement had the mean ranking of most important, 
as was also the case for needs during the journey. Having a parent or relative 
with them in Khong Chiam or Chong Mek ranked second, followed by money 
or gold, a house, and a passport or visa. From these rankings it appears that 
children’s needs are similar during the journey and in their destination, where 
many of them lack support from adults and are working to make money. 

Table 11: Children’s Most Important Needs in Destination 
Need Mean Ranking Frequency of 

Ranking 
Family Support and 
Encouragement 

1.8 10 

To have a parent with them 2.09 22 
Money/Gold 2.26 88 
House 2.6 48 
Passport/Visa 2.72 18 
Happiness 3.0 8 
Warmth from 
Colleagues/Employer 

3.1 8 

Car or Van 3.2 10 
To have family members with 
them 

3.27 22 

To have own business 3.3 10 
Friends 3.53 51 
Motorcycle or Bicycle 3.71 56 
Boyfriend or Girlfriend 4.0 24 
Clothes or Hat 4.08 38 
Mobile Phone 4.15 34 
 

3.3.3 Access to Services 
Children were asked whether they accessed any services or received any 
support in Khong Chiam or Chong Mek to judge the presence of other 
services offered as well as their value and acceptability to children on the 
move. Before beginning the research, a list was made of resources in both 
data collection areas, and both locations were found to have very few 
resources that these children could draw upon. Accordingly, most children 
reported that they accessed no services, while a few reported going to the 
medical clinic in Khong Chiam, either paying themselves or their employer 
paying the bill. Working children reported that their employer provided them 
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with food and a place to sleep, and that this was the only support they 
received. Children in school reported going to school as well as having access 
to healthcare through their parents. Some girls working in karaoke reported 
doing crafts projects with Alliance Anti-Traffic. Both girls who formerly worked 
in agriculture and are now married to Thai men and pregnant reported 
accessing local and regional healthcare services for prenatal care.  

 
3.3.4 Recommended Services and Who Should Provide 

Children were asked what services they would recommend be created to 
support them and other children on the move. The most common answer 
across all sub-groups was education in general as well as specific requests 
for: English, Thai, Lao, and Chinese language classes, and vocational training 
in cooking, teaching, motorcycle and car repair, and beautician skills among 
others. These career choices reflect the fields children currently work in, with 
hopes of advancing from car washing to car repair or waitress to cook. Many 
children, especially girls working in karaoke, requested access to healthcare. 
While Alliance Anti-Traffic visits Khong Chiam monthly with a doctor to 
provide health checks, there is no such service in Chong Mek, and to reach a 
public clinic it is necessary to pass a checkpoint where identification may be 
checked.  

Fourteen children out of 121 told interviewers that they wanted nothing. 
Several explained that they were in Thailand to work and did not have time to 
do things like go to school, all they wanted to do was earn money to send to 
their families. This is important to keep in mind when planning programs, as 
some children may not have the time or desire to participate. 

Table 12: Recommended Services 
Many children gave more than one suggestion; numbers below reflect total times an item was 
suggested. All ideas recommended at least three times are listed. 

Recommendation Children Suggesting by 
Age 

Total Children 
Suggesting 

11 - 14 15 and older 
English Class 3 28 31 
Education 2 18 20 
Cooking class 1 15 16 
Nothing 3 11 14 
Beautician class 0 13 13 
Access to healthcare / Health check 0 13 13 
Thai language class 1 12 13 
Motorcycle repair class 2 5 7 
No response 0 6 6 
Place to play/playground/sports field 3 2 5 
Scholarship to school/university 1 3 4 
A place where migrant children can ask 
questions and get support 

0 4 4 

Help children find jobs/earn money 1 3 4 
Study computers 0 3 3 
Education specifically for migrant children 0 3 3 
Lao language classes 1 2 3 
Mobile school with flexible hours 0 3 3 
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Children gave mixed responses when asked who should provide the services 
they were recommending. For example, 18 children suggested an NGO 
should provide education related programming, while 24 thought those 
services should come from the government, and eight children said anyone 
who wanted to could provide them. For each category of services, from 
education to healthcare, a few more children recommended the government 
provide services than NGOs. Community members were mentioned as 
potential providers of education, healthcare, and access to sports fields. 
Importantly, despite the fact that most of the children interviewed are not in 
Thailand with the necessary documentation, they still express an interest in 
participating in government programs.  

 

3.3.5 What Would You Tell a Friend? 

Children were asked what they would tell a friend who was going to take the 
same journey they did. This question allowed children to speak in the 
hypothetical, and also address any concerns towards a friend rather than 
themselves. The result was that quite a few children expressed more negative 
feelings about their journey or situation than they had during the course of the 
interview. Warnings included suggesting their friends stay home rather than 
come to Thailand, a girl warning a friend to turn back if they encounter a 
soldier, not to trust people to easily, and making them aware of the loneliness 
and possible bad working conditions they could encounter. Other children 
gave more practical suggestions, advising friends not to bring too many 
clothes or the police will question them, to bring enough money for 
transportation, and suggesting they travel with friends. Some children offered 
encouragement for friends, applauding them for helping support their families, 
offering them assistance in finding a job, and suggesting they work hard and 
follow the directions of their employers. A number of children also expressed 
reluctance to offer advice, saying children should think for themselves and 
that they could not tell others what to do. 

 

Table 13: Children’s Advice for Other Children on the Move 

Type of 
Advice 

Number of 
Responses 

Example 

Practical 40 “Prepare clothes, but not too many. Tell the police your 
purpose is to go to the market.” 
“Prepare money for traveling costs and the checkpoint. 
Prepare your mind.” 

Warning 35 “Do not come to Thailand, it is better to stay home.”  
“Take care of yourself, because no one else will take care 
of you.” 

Encouragement 19 “Be good, keep working hard, and make money.” 
“If anyone from Lao PDR wants to find a job here please 
call me, I would like to help them.” 

No advice 17 “Let them think for themselves.” 
No response 7  
Don’t know 3  
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3.4 Children’s Plans and Destinations 

After drawing their journey to Ubon Ratchathani on the map given, children 
were asked to draw any future plans to travel elsewhere, including returning 
home. The most common plan was to return home Lao PDR, with children 
giving return dates ranging from the same day, as they were there for the 
market, to up to 4 years in the future, after they had earned enough money to 
meet their goals. Children also reported plans to return home permanently, to 
visit home, or to move on to work elsewhere, most often Bangkok. Many 
children also reported that they had no plans for future travel. This information 
suggests that despite the fact that Khong Chiam and Chong Mek are on the 
Lao PDR border, they are not merely transit locations, but also destinations 
for children on the move.  

Table 14: Future Plans for Movement 

Destination Time Frame Number of Responses 
Nowhere N/A 53 

 
Home to Lao PDR 

 

Unsure 23 
1 year or less 11 
More than 1 year 2 

No response  11 
Visit Home Unsure 9 
Bangkok 1 month – 1 year 8 
Unspecified other place Unsure 2 
Surantthani, Thailand 4 months 1 
Vientiane Next year 1 
 

3.5 Recommendations for the Thailand Programme 

While this pilot was unable to collect information from a representative sample 
of children on the move due to difficulties with referral response, the large 
sample and wide range of sub-groups consulted provides valuable insight for 
future programming. 

Children on the move living in Khong Chiam and Chong Mek, who are not in 
school, are very isolated, both from the peers and from their families at home. 
Most are not allowed to leave their place of work, or are permitted to do so 
only in the company of their employer. This leaves them socially isolated, as 
well as without the potential protective support of friends. In addition, this 
means there is no one they can go to in case they need help. When making 
programming decisions, Save the Children must do so with children’s physical 
and social isolation and lack of freedom of movement in mind. Fostering 
additional interaction between children would respond to their expressed need 
for friends and warmth from others, and these relationships could also offer 
additional emotional support. 

In addition to enhanced interaction with other children, children on the move in 
both Khong Chiam and Chong Mek would benefit from relationships with 
adults they can trust. When listing adults who support and care for them 
children listed employers or customers. Additionally, children are very wary of 
police given their involvement in some of the exploitation experienced by 
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children, and therefore have no recourse if they are victimized. The presence 
of adults with whom children could consult and receive advice would be 
invaluable. Currently, girls working in karaoke have such a person in Kwang, 
who works with Alliance Anti-Traffic in Khong Chiam. When making 
programming decisions, Save the Children should build interaction with non-
judgmental adults into the activities, as many children are entirely without an 
adult to consult, other than an employer, who may be abusing their trust. This 
could include visits by adults to places where children work, regular visits 
would allow them to earn children’s trust and potentially connect them with 
services and programming. 

Informal schools exist in both Khong Chiam and Chong Mek, but neither 
school has any Lao students. The research team learned that Chong Mek and 
Champasak are currently working together on a shared curriculum that would 
allow children to continue their education after migrating. Save the Children 
has a role in advocating for the promotion of this plan, as well as ensuring that 
all children are allowed to enroll in such schools, with or without identification. 
Additionally, creating an alternative schedule at the informal schools that take 
place outside of working hours would allow more children to participate. Active 
awareness raising and outreach to out of school children would be necessary 
to raise enrollment. It should be kept in mind that many children specifically 
stated that they would not be interested in such programming, as their 
purpose in Thailand was to earn money. Additionally, Save the Children could 
expand its current scholarship fund, now targeting children of Lao immigrants 
enrolled in formal schools, to include unaccompanied children at informal 
schools. Vocational training, such as cooking, motorcycle/car repair, or beauty 
salon skills, could be included to allow children to explore other forms of work. 
Pressure should not be put on children to change their work, even those 
engaging in hazardous work, as they are very sensitive to judgment.  

Many of the children on the move interviewed during the course of this pilot 
are particularly vulnerable to exploitation due to their lack of documentation. 
Some children lack an appropriate visa, while other lack identity documents 
and are unable to prove that they are Thai or Lao citizens. Although the 
process in both Thailand and Lao is lengthy and complex, Save the Children 
could explore options for supporting children in obtaining identity documents. 

Children on the move in Khong Chiam currently have access to several 
services, including a community clinic, a hospital, Alliance Anti-Traffic 
programming, and the programming of Share, a migration focused NGO. 
Alternatively, children in Chong Mek have access to only a community clinic, 
however at this clinic young women cannot receive a pelvic exam or tests for 
sexually transmitted infections as there is no female nurse on staff. This is a 
potentially precarious situation given the high traffic through the area and the 
active sex industry. Access to healthcare and health education, including 
condoms, is essential for keeping karaoke workers safe. While the research 
team does not condone the presence of children in sex work, denying them 
access to healthcare does not lessen their exploitation, but only increases 
their chance of life threatening illness. Additionally, a healthcare center is an 
excellent way to attract children on the move to a site where they can also 
receive protective information, speak with supportive adults, and learn about 
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education and vocational training opportunities. Outreach could also be 
included to ensure that children are aware of the services provided, however, 
anyone participating in outreach must be familiar to children and receive 
permission from village headmen before beginning, to avoid being labeled as 
police or informants. 

Promoting community awareness and involvement could create additional 
protection for children on the move. Given the extensive presence of Lao 
migrants in both settings, community residents are aware of the presence of 
migrant children, but are rarely concerned with their welfare. If community 
pressure could be placed upon employers to treat their young workers well, 
such as allowing them to visit home and providing them with an appropriate 
place to sleep, children would fare much better.  

Finally, while ongoing promotion of safe migration in children’s places of origin 
is important, it appears that the majority of threats to their safety, heath, and 
security occur in their destinations. Both Khong Chiam and Chong Mek would 
benefit from additional programming targeting the physical, emotional, and 
mental needs of children on the move. 

 

4.  Key Lessons:  Methodology & Tool 

4.1 Data Collection Location 

The location where data is collected is an essential element of the Mobile 
Assessment Tool, and should be carefully considered in relation to future 
programming plans as well as ethical guidelines. During the course of data 
collection the research team had the opportunity to approach and interview 
children on the move working in agriculture, a sub-group that had not been 
encountered up to that point. However, the children were outside of the 
geographical region specified for data collection, and would likely not be 
affected by any future programming because of geographical isolation. The 
decision was made not to conduct these interviews, as doing so purely for the 
sake of research would be unethical, as those children would see no benefit 
from participation. In a larger sense, this must be kept in mind in all future 
pilots, that the MAT should be used in contexts where Save the Children has 
the capacity and intention to conduct programs. Children were often motivated 
to participate in interviews when researchers explained that they would be 
helping other children like themselves by answering questions. It is important 
to ensure that these were not empty promises and that this research is action-
oriented and leads to programmatic response in data collection locations. 

 

4.2 Understanding Context and Local Culture 

This pilot has shown the MAT to be adaptable to different contexts, as it has 
now been used for data collection in South Africa and in two locations in 
Thailand. Despite the transferability of the tool, it is essential that each time it 
is utilized, the data collection team spend significant time becoming familiar 
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with the local community, culture, and the context within which children on the 
move are living and working. This will enable the team to design appropriate 
data collection strategies, as well as make them aware of any potential 
obstacles to successful implementation, such as the ongoing raids occurring 
in Thailand. Spending several days or a week frequenting local businesses, 
visiting markets, and talking with community members is invaluable to 
successful data collection and should not be overlooked. Much can be 
accomplished during this period including impromptu key informant interviews, 
becoming a known person in the community, and creating a detailed map 
including all businesses and locations where children on the move are known 
or suspected to be working, living, or spending time. 

 

4.3 Interviewer Selection 

Recruiting interviewers who have experience working with children is 
essential to the success of this tool. If children are not comfortable speaking 
with interviewers they provide incomplete answers or refuse to participate in 
interviews. Also, there is a risk for both employee and employer if a child is 
identified as undocumented and/or underage. Working with interviewers who 
children trust can help lessen their immediate distrust of strangers. One 
important way to do this is by hiring people from the local region, who speak 
the local dialect, or even hiring interviewers who are from the region where 
most children originate so interviews could be conducted in their native 
language. Another consideration would be to hire people who are already 
known to children as trustworthy. It is also essential that the data collection 
team be of sufficient size to have at least two teams so that seeding and 
receiving referrals can occur simultaneously and allowing for expanded hours 
and locations for both activities. 

 

4.4 Sampling Strategy 

The research team employed Respondent Driven Sampling, including the use 
of secondary incentives, to sample the target population. Children were 
allowed to choose from among incentives, referred to as gifts during the 
course of the pilot, which all had approximately the same value and included 
small bags and boxes, cosmetics, wallets, cologne, and other accessories. 
After children chose a gift, the referral process was explained to them, and 
they were informed that they could choose one additional gift for each 
successful referral. Despite the use of secondary incentives, this pilot found 
that this sampling methodology did not yield a high referral response rate.  

Potential reasons for the lack of successful referrals were explored with 
children who were interviewed as well as with key informants. One important 
reason was that most children did not have freedom of movement, and 
therefore could not present for an interview, even if they had the desire to do 
so. This also influenced the potential for referrals, because many children 
reported that they had no one to refer, as they never left their workplace. 
Additionally, many children said that they were afraid of the interviewers, even 
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after they had met them several times or completed an interview, overcoming 
this fear was a significant challenge, partially met by most often completing 
interviews in the workplace, home, or school of the child. A cultural tradition of 
privacy also may have influenced referrals, as children often expressed 
reluctance to refer their friends, as this would usually mean identifying them 
as undocumented or as working underage. The fear of detection and arrest or 
deportation was tangible throughout the pilot and undoubtedly interfered with 
data collection. 

 

4.5 Survey Instrument 

The survey instrument originally consisted of a data collection form, a map for 
children to draw their journey, and an interview guide. The data collection 
form and interview guide were integrated to ensure that all interviewers could 
easily follow directions, and children were not intimidated by them flipping 
through two different sets of paper during interviews. The research team 
found that this allowed interviews to be more fluid and slightly shortened 
interview time, which ranged from thirty-five minutes to one hour, depending 
on the length of the child’s journey and the detail of their responses. 

After review and analysis of the data collected, several questions exhibited 
particular strength or weakness in producing valuable information.  

Questions 1 and 8 

Both questions 1 and 8 attempt to determine the child’s age, asking for age as 
well as birthday. This helped verify the age given and identify any possible 
masking. Falsifying a birthday would be more difficult for children than giving a 
false age, and therefore if the two did not match, the birthday was used to 
determine age. Additionally, if children did not know their birthday, or their 
birthday and age did not match, interviewers asked children which animal of 
the Chinese calendar they were born under, often allowing interviewers to 
verify their true age. Maintaining at least two if not three age checks in the 
data collection form is necessary to counteract masking, including that 
directed by employers. 

Question 11 

This question was added to the questionnaire with the intention of eliciting 
responses that might point to a child being forced to leave home by someone 
involved in trafficking. This question did not yield the information desired; 
however, it did demonstrate that parents play a large role in encouraging or 
insisting that their children leave home to earn money. Stories that suggested 
trafficking did arise during interviews, but did so organically during the course 
of children telling the story of their journey. Additional questions could be 
added to explore whether interviewees may have been trafficked; however, it 
is important to remember that the MAT is an exploratory tool and is not 
intended to elicit in depth stories that could re-traumatize children affected.  

Questions 15 and 16 
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These questions were added to the MAT as follow-up to a description of the 
child’s journey, to probe whether they had encountered any difficulties during 
the journey that they had not mentioned. No useful information was gathered 
from this question, due in part to the ease of almost all children’s journeys. A 
less direct question, or perhaps a hypothetical question asking about 
difficulties other children experience might elicit more information.  

Question 21 

This question helps the research team explore whether the child is 
accompanied by a responsible adult or separated in the place they currently 
live. The explanation for this question was modified part way through data 
collection because when children were originally asked they answered that 
their employer, or the mamasan or customers at the karaoke bar took care of 
them. Clarity in defining this question to children yielded more useful answers. 

Question 28 

This question was added to the MAT to allow children to express concerns or 
advice they might have if their friends made the same journey they did. This 
question produced very interesting information about risks of travel and 
working in Thailand, as well as difficulties children experienced that some had 
not expressed previously during the interview. This question format could be 
used to address other issues as well. 

 

4.6 Participatory Ranking Methodology 

Participatory ranking methodology was used in the MAT pilot to ask children 
to free list their needs during their journey to Ubon Ratchathani or after they 
arrived, children then assigned objects to each need, ranked them from least 
to most important and explained the reasons behind the ranking order. 
Children had considerable difficulty thinking of eight needs to rank, with most 
children ranking five items or less. Some children also had difficulty with the 
abstract concept of associating objects with the needs they named. Needs 
could not be written as most children could not read Thai and researchers 
could not read or write Lao. An alternative could be drawing sketches of 
needs on small slips of paper that children could then reorganize. Many of the 
children interviewed left school at a young age and were intimidated by what 
seemed like a very structured exercise, incorporating drawing pictures of 
needs could ease the tension, although it could extend the time of the 
interview. 

 

4.7 Using the Mobile Assessment Tool in Multiple Locations 

During this pilot the MAT was tested in two locations, one that was thought to 
be mostly a destination, and another a transit point. However, over the course 
of the pilot it became apparent that both locations serve as destinations for 
children on the move, as well transit points. The research team found that the 
tool was more successful with children whose destination was either Khong 
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Chiam or Khong Mek. This was because children who were regularly in either 
place got used to the presence of researchers, and had time to build a 
relationship with them. Children moving through, on the other hand, were 
wary of researchers. In fact, the research team was only able to interview one 
person who was in active transit on they day they were interviewed. 

Transitioning from one data collection site to a second essentially doubles the 
work, as the MAT data collection process must begin again. A new round of 
key informant interviews must be conducted, a new focus group if possible, as 
well as days spent mapping resources, creating a typology, exploring new 
sub-groups, and getting to know community members. For data collection to 
go smoothly, this entire process must occur in every data collection location 
and should not be rushed. While there are likely to be similarities in 
communities located close to one another, assuming them to be identical 
would a mistake and would lead to inaccurate information.  

 

5. Recommendations for Future Use of the MAT 

Based on the Thailand pilot, as well as conclusions drawn from the South 
African pilot, much of the MAT has been successful in gathering experiences 
and perspectives of children on the move from diverse sub-groups and 
backgrounds; however, other aspects need further development.  

 

5.1 Involving Children in the MAT 

Children should continue to play an important role in implementing the MAT in 
the future, although that role should not be as researchers or interviewers. 
The research team made the determination that the data collection is too in 
depth and may deal with too many difficult stories for children to serve as 
interviewers. Children can play an important role in making other children feel 
comfortable participating in interviews and trusting researchers. Children can 
also raise awareness among community members and business owners 
about the research so they are less likely to react negatively when 
researchers request interviews with their employees. In the future, if possible, 
it would be more beneficial to work with children from the target population, as 
they more likely have existing relationships with other members of that group 
and would be able to provide the research team with extensive information.  

 

5.2 Sampling Strategy 

The MAT has been piloted twice and proved to be relatively adaptable with a 
few changes including translation and the addition and subtraction of 
questions. The sampling strategy, Respondent Driven Sampling, has yet to 
have great success, as referral rates have remained low despite the addition 
of field time and secondary incentives. After the South Africa pilot it was 
recommended that the next pilot explore the use and value of both primary 
and secondary incentives. During research in Thailand the research team did 
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this, and additionally was flexible about which incentives were provided 
following the advice of children interviewed and keeping track of which 
incentives were most popular. However, despite providing the incentives 
children suggested, the referral response rate was still very low, with few 
referrals occurring and zero children presenting at stations for interviews.  

The research team tried several strategies to increase the referral response 
rate including providing a cell phone number for researchers so children could 
call in referrals or requests for interviews if they could not present at the 
interview station, following up with children who had suggested they could 
refer a friend, and having a friend accompany them to the interview so they 
would feel comfortable. Despite these efforts very few referrals were made, 
and thus a representative sample of the target population could not be 
collected. Given the value of the MAT, it may be wise to begin exploring other 
sampling options given the difficulty garnering high participation in referrals. 

 

5.3 Conducting Research with Hidden Populations 

The research team found that they were most successful in having children 
agree to be interviewed when the child’s employer agreed first. This meant 
that the research team had to explain the purpose of research to employers to 
assure them that they would not experience any consequences for employing 
children without appropriate documentation or who were not of age to work. 
Honesty with children and employers about the intentions of the interviewers 
and explaining that confidentiality would be maintained facilitated the research 
tremendously. This approach should be maintained and no researchers 
implementing the MAT should approach children pretending to be anything or 
anyone, this can seem dishonest to children and can threaten credibility of 
researchers.  

 

Although a number of elements have been identified for strengthening in 
future uses of the MAT, it does appear to be a promising new methodology to 
collect meaningful data about children on the move that can inform 
programming and policy. 
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