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PROLOG
This presentation of ESCAPEs holistic approach to child abuse and neglect is the result of a joined ven-
ture between ESCAPE and Assist. ESCAPE is the child protection arm of the Sri Lankan NGO, LEADS 
and Assist is a Danish voluntary NGO, working to support local partners in their pursuit of creating 
hope in their communities. LEADS and Assist have been partners since 2008, and have primarily focused 
on the work of ESCAPE; obtaining funding for projects, expanding the range of these projects, and fur-
ther developing the services and strategies of ESCAPE. The study behind this presentation is part of the 
project: “Improving care services in Sri Lanka for victims of child sexual abuse through rehabilitation and 
advocacy initiatives”. This project is funded by the Danish organization “Civil Society in Development” 
(CISU), an association of Danish CSOs working in development. 

The idea behind this study originated from a report by Tamara Handy and Roshan Dhammapala (2013) 
evaluating the advocacy initiatives of ESCAPE. It was recommended that “ESCAPE will need to be able 
to describe and document their therapeutic residential model of practice. This is for the purpose of 
being able to evidence that they meet national standards as well as present themselves as a model for 
replication”. 

However, there are no national standards for therapeutic children homes in Sri Lanka. In August 2013 
the National Child Protection Authority (NCPA) published a set of guidelines and standards for child-
care institutions in Sri Lanka, in cooperation with Save the Children (they were published in draft-form, 
and have not yet been finalized) (NCPA, 2013). 

These standards refer to the public and private Child Development Centers (CDCs), which provide 
residential care for children, who have lost parental care and children seeking legal protection. Being a 
short term therapeutic children home, these standards do not refer to Kedella. Thus, based on years 
of cooperation with the Department of Probation and child care services, juvenile courts, and CDCs, 

The purpose of the study is to describe and document ESCAPEs holistic approach to child abuse 
and neglect (primarily, but not limited to child sexual abuse; CSA), in order to:

 •   Support the advocacy initiatives of ESCAPE by documenting and presenting the approach as 
  a model for replication

 • Share the valuable experiences of ESCAPE with relevant public and private stakeholders in and
  outside Sri Lanka

 • Support the fundraising initiatives of ESCAPE by presenting the organization to potential 
  donors
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ESCAPE published a document in 2014 called “the Silent Voice”. In this booklet, they draw attention to 
the gaps in the system surrounding children, who have been subject to abuse, and introduce practical 
methods to overcome these gaps, based on their therapeutic residential model of practice at Kedella. 
Kedella is but one piece in ESCAPEs overall holistic approach to CSA, thus the idea of presenting the 
overall approach as a model for replication will be pursued in this study. 

The content of the report will be divided in a descriptive part and an analytical part. The descriptive part 
will provide an overview of the background for working with sexual abuse in Sri Lanka, a description 
of the background, vision, and mission of ESCAPE, and an overview of the different departments of the 
organization. This part is based on the existing material describing ESCAPE, interviews with eight key 
members of staff, a full day of observation at Kedella, and the knowledge about ESCAPE that is based on 
seven years of partnership between Assist and LEADS. The analytical part will document the holistic as-
pect of the approach and reflect on some of the outcomes, which this holistic approach of ESCAPE has 
produced. Finally, some of the lessons learned that can be identified from their 20 years of experience 
in Sri Lanka will be shared. This part is based on interviews with eight key members of staff representing 
the different divisions of ESCAPE and the recent strategic plan developed by LEADS.
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CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT IN SRI LANKA 
The current context in Sri Lanka has been shaped largely by the end of the war in 2009. In spite of a 
prolonged conflict, the country continues to show economic growth. Sri Lanka is one of the countries in 
the South Asia that has high “social development” indicators; free education from primary to university 
level, an extensive network of health services across the country, a strong reserve of foreign exchange, 
and export earnings from garment and plantation sectors. A post-war vision of the government involved 
a policy trajectory of economic development, presenting it as a solution to the conflicts of the past. 
However, the rapid progress of infrastructure development did not come without cost to the country. 
While it attracted foreign investment from bilateral and multilateral donors, there was also an increase 
in government debt. Further, the development plans focusing on physical infrastructure were given pri-
ority over the social sector. Moreover, a lack of commitment to upholding democratic institutions and 
democratic means in the political and economic process of the country became a concern for both 
state and civil society members (LEADS, 2014). 
As a result of these concerns, Sri Lanka saw a change in government after the elections in January 2015. 
The new government was elected based on a campaign of a “100-day program” (www.100days.lk) fo-
cusing on “Good Governance”. The current study was carried out in that 100-day period, and it is thus 
still too early to depict what kind of results will follow this change of power.

The political and economic instability in the country has been giving way to larger social issues. Recent 
statistics show high incidence of violent crime, rape, abductions, and child abuse (The Nation, Aug 26, 
2012). Studies have also revealed that child abuse has increased by 168 % between 2000 and 2013 (Co-
lombo Page, Mar 7, 2013). According to Women’s Movement for Freedom, approximately five reported 
incidents of child abuse occur each day (Lankasri News, Jan 10, 2013).

PART 1: WHAT IS ESCAPE?
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The escalating cost of living compels many parents to discourage their children from attending school, 
either because they need the child to contribute to the income of the family. The increase in school 
dropouts results in another set of issues, i.e. underage marriage, unregistered births, sexual crimes by 
and against minors, drug abuse, and petty crimes to name a few. Another result of the escalating cost of 
living is an increasing number of parents who migrate overseas for employment, leaving the child with 
only one parent or other relatives. In 2013, Save the Children estimated that more than one million 
Srilankan children had been left behind by their mothers (Save the Children, 2013). These children are 
especially vulnerable to issues such as neglect, violence, and abuse in the absence of their mothers. 
Adding to these problems, is the fact that Sri Lanka has been known for the prostitution of especially 
young boys since the booming tourism trade of the 90’s, not to mention the fact that many children 
have suffered severely from the prolonged civil-war; many as civilians but some even as child soldiers.

It is in this rapidly changing post war context that ESCAPE continues to respond to child abuse and 
neglect, and bring child protection on the agenda. To this day, ESCAPE remains one of the only groups 
in Sri Lanka offering therapy specifically geared towards sexually abused children, and they provide the 
only option for residential therapeutic care for abused children.

BACKGROUND OF ESCAPE 
ESCAPE is the child protection arm of the Sri Lankan NGO, LEADS. LEADS was established in 1983, 
and was originally a relief-oriented organization, responding firstly to the natural disasters battering 

the Eastern provinces of Sri Lanka and later also to the consequences of 30 years of civil-war in the 
Northern and Eastern provinces. In 1995, LEADS formed ESCAPE (Eradicating Sexual Child Abuse 
and Exploitation) with an initial focus on raising awareness about the prevalence and issue of child 
sexual abuse. As this work progressed, and children who had been sexually abused were identified, it 
became apparent that there was no place in the 
country where they could receive psychologi-
cal therapy. In response to this desperate need, 
and in keeping with the spirit of Article 19 of 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCRC), the ESCAPE Therapy 
Center was set up in 1997. 

Since then, ESCAPE has gradually grown to deliver a range of services that provide a holistic response. 
Today, they provide care for survivors of sexual child abuse as well as survivors of other kinds of emo-
tional or physical abuse and neglect.

Article 19 of the UNCRC: 
All suitable measures should be taken to protect 
children from sexual abuse, and that these should 
include “the establishment of social programs to pro-
vide necessary support for the child and for those 
who have the care of the child.” 
(UN General Assembly, 1989). 
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VISION, MISSION, AND STRATEGIES OF ESCAPE
During their 30 years of service to Sri Lanka, LEADS has gradually moved towards a more development 
oriented right-based approach to its work, in order to adapt to the possibilities and limitations of a 
constantly changing context. The latest step in this development was the launch of a new strategic plan, 
concluding that LEADS would adopt three main thematic areas, i.e. Community Transformation, Recon-
ciliation, and Restoration, on a journey towards “Fullness of Life” (LEADS, 2014). 
In the new strategic plan of LEADS, the vision was summarized as follows: “For Sri Lankan communities 
in need to experience the love of God demonstrated through our compassionate and active service”. 
While the vision answers the question, ”Where are we going,” the mission answers the question ”What 
are we called to do in pursuit of the vision?” Thus, LEADSs mission was summed up as follows: “To be a 
compassionate, educative, and active Christian resource agency working with the neglected, vulnerable, 
and disadvantaged in community 
transformation, reconciliation, and 
restoration in a journey towards 
‘Fullness of Life’”.
In the strategic framework for 
achieving these goals, LEADS pre-
sented five key interventional 
strategies: Capacity building, ad-
vocacy, community mobilization, 
relationships building, restoration 
and resourcing. During the inter-
views with ESCAPE management 
and staff, questions related to how 
the vision, mission, and strategies 
are reflected in the daily work of 
ESCAPE were included, in order to 
shed light on ESCAPEs holistic ap-
proach to child abuse and neglect.

ORGANIZATIONAL OVERVIEW
According to the manager of ESCAPE, the overall objective of ESCAPE is to respond to child abuse 
and bring child protection on the agenda in the different communities of Sri Lanka . In keeping with 
this overall objective, ESCAPE has divided their services into three departments: Care for Survivors 
Department, Training Department, and Advocacy.  See Annex 1 for an “Overview of operations in Care 
for Survivors Department”. 

pexel.com
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* One psychologist doubles as the manager of ESCAPE. One psychologist doubles as the team-leader of the head office. 
One psychologist doubles as the supervisor of the Respite Home. The counsellor doubles as the supervisor of the regional 
center, and does counselling at the Respite Home.
** One of the Sinhalese trainers doubles as the team-leader of the training department. 

CARE FOR SURVIVORS DEPARTMENT
The overall objective of the Care for Survivors Department is to see children, who have been abused, 
being restored and reintegrated back to normal life. The services are divided in three locations: head 
office, a regional office, and a respite home.

HEAD OFFICE
The head office is based in Colombo. Apart from being the center of administration, this is where the 
psychologists, counsellors, and family follow-up officers are based. Moreover, this is where the children, 
who are not living at the Respite Home, come for counselling. The main office also accommodates the 
weekly case review meetings, and the responsibility for the hotline is shared by the staff-members at 
the main office.
Apart from providing counselling and therapy, the three psychologists and one of the counsellors all 
have administrative and supervisory responsibilities. Firstly, they function as case managers for the cases 
they are involved in. Moreover, one psychologist doubles as the manager of ESCAPE. 

Figure 1: Organizational overview
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One psychologist doubles as the team-leader of the head office. One psychologist doubles as the su-
pervisor of the Respite Home. The counsellor doubles as the supervisor of the regional center, as well 
as she coordinates the provision of access to vocational training for discharged children and provides 
counselling at the Respite Home.
The admin assistant is a new position in ESCAPE, and she will be taking on most of the administrative 
work in the head office, leaving more time for the psychologists to provide counselling. 
The family follow-up (FFU) officers provide a broad range of social support services for families as well 
as the individual child. They work with e.g. the child’s family, school, local community, and/or CDC. In the 
cases, where the child does not have a guardian, the FFU officers will work on finding any relatives of 
the child and, if possible, bring them back together. In case of sexual abuse, the FFU officers will provide 

information on pros and cons of involving the legal side, based on an internal staff protocol developed by 
ESCAPE in order to help the child and/or guardian to decide whether to press legal charges. If the family 
decides to press legal charges, legal and emotional support will be offered to the child and its family all 
the way through the process. Two of the FFU officers also provide support for wardens at CDCs and 
counselling to children at CDCs. During this process, they assess whether a child need to be referred 
to Kedella for more in-depth counselling. 

REGIONAL CENTER
The regional center is based in Badulla. This center was set up in 2007 and is an extension of the work 
of ESCAPE in the Badulla region. The regional center provides counselling and family follow-up as well 
as awareness programs.
The three child and family care officers at the regional center have various roles. They provide counsel-
ling in Sinhalese and Tamil (once a week at the center and once a week at CDCs in the area), they do 
family follow-up work (similar to that in Colombo), and they do awareness programs on child protec-
tion in CDCs, schools, for parents and in the village communities (once a month). A counsellor from 
Colombo comes to the regional center every month, to do supervision and assist in administrative 
procedures. 

RESPITE HOME - KEDELLA 
“Kedella” (“Nest’” in Sinhala), is a short-term residential care program for abused children, which was 
set up in November 2006 for those situations where:
 • the child’s abuser still has access to him/her
 • the child needs psychological therapy but lives too far away to attend the therapy center 
  regularly
 • the child’s environment is not safe and he/she needs a temporary safe place until further 
  decisions are made
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According to the psychologist who is supervising Kedella, the overall objective for a stay at Kedella, is 
to bring emotional stability and balance into the children’s life before they are integrated into society 
and their families. First and foremost, the focus is on healing and dealing with the abuse and/or neglect. 
At the same time, a FFU officer is working on securing a safe environment for the child to return 
to. Moreover, during a stay at Kedella, the child is invited to participate in basic education (Sinhalese, 
Math, Science, and English) and extra-curriculum activities such as personal development programs, 
team-building activities, dancing, music, cooking, sowing, gardening, arts/craft and a weekly talent session. 
The present facility can hold a maximum of 16 children (eight of each gender). A stay is planned to last 
approximately three months. The current staff includes an admin coordinator, a therapeutic care worker, 
an education officer, three house parents, a cook, a caretaker, and a gardener. Apart from the permanent 

staff, psychologists and counsellors from the head office comes to Kedella weekly to provide therapy for 
the children and supervision for the permanent staff. The therapeutic care worker takes part in most of 
the activities at Kedella, and is available to attend to the individual child, if he or she finds it difficult to 
participate in the ongoing activity. For more information on Kedella, please see “The Voice of Children” 
and “Kedella” - An Evaluation of the Educational Program and Administarive Procedures (annex 3 pro-
vides an overview of ESCAPE resources).
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TRAINING DEPARTMENT
The overall objective of the Training Department is to prevent child sexual abuse. The services are di-
vided in two locations: the head office and the district office. 

HEAD OFFICE
The head office is based in Colombo. Apart from being the center of administration, this is where the 
two Tamil and three Sinhalese trainers have their offices. 

The team-leader has the overall responsibility for planning and monitoring projects within the training 
department. She also provides training and capacity-building to the other trainers, and is responsible 

for promoting child protection issues internally in LEADS. The trainers provide awareness and training 
programs for a range of different sectors including schools, police and probation officers, childcare au-
thorities, religious organizations, and other international and local NGOs. Apart from doing the training 
programs, they develop most of the material themselves. If they find material from other organizations, 
they do a thorough job of adapting the material to the Sri Lankan context. Finally, they produce and 
distribute a range of relevant resources (see Annex 3). 

DISTRICT OFFICE
ESCAPE only recently started working directly with the district offices of LEADS. The goal is to have a 
child protection officer (CPO) in each district. At the moment there is a CPO in f districts in the North, 
with Killinochi being the main office. The purpose of this set-up is to integrate the child protection work 
into the community development work done by the district offices. The focus is mainly on awareness 
rising and training. 

The project officer is based in the Killinochi office, and supervises the activities at district level. The 
four CPOs are based in each their district, and work directly with doing awareness rising and training 
in those districts. The coordinator is based in Head Office in Colombo and act as the link between the 
district office and the team-leader of the training department. 
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ADVOCACY
ESCAPE recently established a separate department for advocacy. It was established to bring more 
focus to the advocacy initiatives of ESCAPE. At the moment this department only has one advocacy 
officer, who is focusing mainly on the advocacy related to ESCAPEs work. Her current focus is on iden-
tifying and documenting gaps in the government systems surrounding children who have been subject 
to neglect and abuse, in order to present these to higher-level policy makers – but also to organize 
workshops and training for professionals working with children (e.g. wardens at CDCs, probation of-
ficers, and lawyers).

In 2014 and beginning of 2015 a specific strategy for advocacy was developed by ESCAPE. In this strat-

egy, four main advocacy focal points were highlighted:
 • To advocate for improved standards of CDCs until an alternative care system is in place, through
  capacity building of CDC staff in child friendly standards and dialoguing with the department of 
  probation and child care services and other related stake holders.
 • To advocate for child friendly procedures within the child welfare system through capacity  
  building of probation officers, by documenting good practices of LEADS and presenting it to  
  the relevant officials as an example to be followed. 
 • To advocate for protection of children admitted into the National institute of mental health  
  by meeting with relevant stake holders in the Health sector and provide input in ensuring the
  protection of children within the institution. 
 • To advocate for inclusion of a child protection component into the early learning curriculum  
  through flash card method.

THE APPROACH OF ESCAPE
Over the years, ESCAPE has grown to provide a range of services in order to achieve their overall 
objective of responding to child abuse and bringing child protection on the agenda in the different com-
munities of Sri Lanka. 
The psychologist, who is also the team leader of the Head Office, describes the development of ES-
CAPEs approach in the following way: “Looking back at how ESCAPE started, it has been a systematic 
progress, which has led to the holistic approach. We started with training and found the need for chil-
dren to be referred to counselling. Then, in working with the child, we realized the need to work with 
the family, the need for a safe place, and the need for legal support.” Thus, as the needs presented them-
selves, and as the lack of services provided by the official systems became more apparent, the desire to 
provide a holistic approach to the issue of child abuse gradually matured. During this development, an 
important value for the organization has always been to assess the context and the needs within the 
context, in order to be able to respond in a contextual and culturally sensitive way. 
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DEFINING HOLISTIC
‘Holistic’ is a concept that has been used in many different contexts. At the core of this concept lies the 
understanding that ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’, a saying that is often attributed to 
the Greek philosopher Aristotle. A holistic approach must take account of the ‘whole system’, instead 
of dealing with the individual parts of that system as separate entities. When the term ‘holistic’ is used 
in psychology, it refers to “a theoretical and practical integration that includes all aspects of the person: 
physical, mental, and spiritual, within a physical and social context” (Elgin & Bödy, 2001). Based on this 
understanding of the human being, the term ‘holistic approach’ can further be used to describe inter-
ventions. For example, when used by UNICEF in relation to their interventions related to Early Child 
Development, they refer to “policies and programming that ensure that child rights to health, nutrition, cogni-
tive and psychosocial development, and protection are all met” (UNICEF, 2006). A number of studies suggest 
that there are additive and even synergistic effects among interventions that result in greater impacts 
on the child’s development (WHO, 1999).

With this in mind, we will analyze how the desire to provide a holistic approach is reflected in the work 
of ESCAPE today. During the interviews, the team leader of the training department, pointed out that in 
ESCAPE, the term ‘holistic’ was used in relation to ‘a holistic understanding of child development’ and ‘a 
holistic approach to the issue of child abuse and neglect’. One could argue that a holistic understanding 
of child development is the basis for being able to implement a holistic approach to the issue of child 
abuse and neglect. Nevertheless, we will examine these two aspects separately in the following.

A HOLISTIC UNDERSTANDING OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT
When asked about what kind of change the staff of ESCAPE desire to see in the lives of those, who 
come in contact with ESCAPE, many pointed to restoration and ‘fullness of life’ (figure 2). In the strategy 
plan of LEADS, the term ‘fullness of life’ was introduced as the ultimate goal of the development, which 
LEADS desires to generate (LEADS, 2014). 
This term was described by Robert Chambers (1983) in response to the circles of deprivation. ‘Fullness 
of Life’ covers political/economic aspects, social/communal aspects, interpersonal/psychosocial aspects, 
material aspects, ecological aspects, and religious/cultural aspect.  The framework, ‘fullness of life’, con-
tains an understanding of the goal of development, which can be argued to be more holistic than a 
focus on meeting the immediate needs, which has so often been prioritized in traditional development 
and psychosocial work. In working with ‘fullness of life’, the focus is broader than the immediate need 
or symptom, experienced by the individual. In the words of the psychologist and team leader of the 
Head Office: “We cannot just focus on the abuse and then leave it. We cannot just work with the family on the 
abuse situation and then leave it. We go beyond, and look at all the aspects of problem”.  Thus, the framework 
provides a broader focus, which is thought to be able to get to the root cause of the problem, and to 

PART 2: THE HOLISTIC APPROACH OF ESCAPE 
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empower people, to be active agents of change in their lives and communities. The manager of ESCAPE 
explains that through capacity building they aim at teaching the children and their families “something 
they will need in the future: knowledge of where they can go to get access to public services, coping skills, de-
cision making skills, problem solving skills, how to protect themselves from future abuse, how to deal with the 
legal side – more than dealing with the actual problem, we are also adding on skills in other areas”. In this 
way, they focus on how the child is developing in a range of the areas mentioned in relation to ‘fullness 
of life’, i.e. interpersonal relationships, psychosocial and communal aspects, and how to gain access to 
relevant rights and services. Thus, ESCAPEs understanding of child development is very similar to the 

Figure 2: Fullness of life

Living free, healthy and fulfulling lives in 
community, able to act as stewards of 
creation and working towards 
restored relationships 
with all

Source: 
UMN strategy working 

document© - unpublished
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abovementioned definition of holistic psychology, and it covers a range of aspects, similar to the holistic 
approach described by UNICEF.

In keeping with a holistic understanding of child development, LEADS further commit to caring for the 
cultural and spiritual aspects of child development. As it is evident in the vision and mission of LEADS, 
the compassionate attitude towards their clients is based on the Christian world view shared by the 
staff of LEADS, e.g. stressing the equality of every human being. The manager of ESCAPE explains: “We 
want to make a difference. We want to pay forward the love and care, which God has given to us. We don’t just 
look at the child as a case or file”.  In keeping with this worldview, the staff prays for the children every 
Wednesday during case review meetings. However, Christianity is a minority religion in Sri Lanka, and 
thus ESCAPE work with children and families from various religious backgrounds. During the interviews, 
several of the informants stressed that they will not force Christianity or a Christian worldview onto 
any of their clients. Consequently, in counselling, they will be referring to the religion of their counselee, 
when talking about the cultural and religious aspects of life.

In summary, by employing a holistic understanding of child development based on the ‘fullness of 
life’ framework, ESCAPE commits to looking at the different aspects of child development in an 
integrated manner. Acknowledging that change in one aspect of the system may result in change in 
other aspects. Similarly, the deprivation experienced by a child, who has been subject to abuse and/
or neglect, cannot be limited to one or two aspects of the development of that child. Depending on 
the status of the different aspects of the development prior to the abuse, being restored back to 
normalcy and experiencing ‘fullness of life’ may need a range of different interventions relating to 
different aspects of the development, to be truly holistic and truly sustainable. 

A HOLISTIC APPROACH TO CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT
The understanding of child development described above gives rise to an approach to child abuse and 
neglect that can be argued to be holistic in at least two different ways; (1) the commitment to provide 
a broad range of services targeting different aspects of child development and (2) the commitment to 
assess and work with the different contexts surrounding the child.  

THE RANGE OF DIFFERENT SERVICES
At ESCAPE, the overall division in a ‘Care for Survivor Department’ and a ‘Training Department’ is 
the most evident sign of a desire to provide a holistic approach. This organizational structure under-
lines a constant awareness of working with prevention as well as restoration. Through the training and 
awareness rising, ESCAPE approaches social/communal aspects, political/economic aspects, religious/
cultural aspects, as well as interpersonal/psycho-social aspects as they are presented in the ‘fullness of 
life’ framework. They train primary caregivers and relevant officials to identify children at risk of sexual 
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abuse and to take preventive action. They even develop training for children, teaching them how to 
protect themselves. Initially ESCAPE did this by conducting training programs in schools and producing 
audiovisual aids for children. However, since 2009, ESCAPE has primarily focused on training pre-school 
teachers to do the training of the children themselves. Thus, getting the message to a larger number of 
children and equipping the pre-school teachers to be active agents of change within their communities. 
The team leader of the training department sums it up like this: “Prevention is the best cure”. 

Meanwhile, the ‘Care for Survivors Department’ is equipped to respond, once the abuse or neglect 
does happen. Through the therapy offered at the Head Office, at the regional office, and at the respite 
home, ESCAPE focus primarily on interpersonal/psychosocial aspects. However, as mentioned above, 
the social/communal aspects and religious/cultural aspects may also be included in the therapy, when 
the therapists work through various issues with the child. Nevertheless, the place in which most of the 
different aspects of ‘fullness of life’ is incorporated is the respite home, Kedella. As the psychologist, who 
is supervising Kedella, explains: “The basic education as well as the extra-curriculum activities help them back 
into restoration. We take care of the emotional aspect, the physical aspect, the spiritual aspect, and the social 
aspect. Like in a family, there is a routine, but it is somewhat flexible. It all contributes to their development”.

Finally, the FFU officers go even further in working with various aspects of the issue of child abuse 
or neglect. They embody the understanding, that the children cannot be fully understood or helped 
without working with their context. One of the FFU officers explains that in many cases the abuse or 
neglect, that the child has experienced, was a result of problems in the family. The FFU officers therefore 
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work with the interpersonal/psycho-social aspects, the religious/cultural aspects, and the social/com-
munal aspects, when they help the family face the issue of child abuse and teach them how to deal with 
similar issues in the future. They work with the legal aspects, by providing legal counselling and support 
through the legal process - focusing on ensuring that the rights ensured by the law, are accessible to the 
families. In some situations they even work with the material aspects; even though ESCAPE is not able 
to financially support the families, the FFU officers will try to help in other ways, e.g. by teaching the 
parents about income-generating activities or, if the child is older, to connect the child with a relevant 
institution for vocational training. According to one of the FFU officers, they prevent a range of future 
problems by working in depth with the family. In addition, due to the stigma attached to CSA, there is 
often a need for intervention in various settings, in order to ensure that the child is fully integrated back 

into a normal routine of life after therapy. Thus, prevention becomes part of the response, and vice versa.

WORKING WITH THE CONTEXT
As described above, the FFU officers are committed to assess and work with the different contexts 
surrounding the child. However, there are many examples throughout the organization of how ESCAPE 
focus on analyzing and working with the broader physical and social context of the child, when respond-
ing to abuse and neglect. One example was prominent in the interview with counsellor and supervisor 
at the regional center in Badulla. The fact that the regional center is based in a more rural area, and 
have clients coming in from a large area covering remote and poor villages, means that the focus of the 
services provided are a little different than those of the Head Office. Because of the lack of education 
in this region, it is necessary to emphasize awareness rising and psycho-education before moving on to 
counselling and therapy. She explains: “The parents often think that we invite the children to give them things 
(food, pencils etc.). They don’t understand the meaning of counselling. Sometimes the parents get angry, because 
they don’t get what they expect from LEADS. However, we often find that it helps, if we give them a description 
of what counselling is and why we think this is what the child needs”. For the same reason, the child and 
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family care officers in Badulla do a lot of family follow up. The focus is on reintegrating the abused child 
into the community, e.g. by helping the child to start vocational training. “We need to show them that there 
is a future; that life does not stop with the abuse”,  the counsellor and supervisor at the regional center in 
Badulla explains.

Finally, the most recent department in ESCAPE, the advocacy department, takes the focus on the 
context to a new level. Even though ESCAPE only recently established an advocacy department and 
developed an advocacy strategy, they have been working with advocacy in various ways ever since the 
beginning in 1995. In short, the agenda is to pursue ‘justice’ in regard to all services, which should be 
available to these children to uphold their ‘rights’ in all of the aspects described in the ‘Fullness of Life’ 

framework.  In the beginning, the focus was primarily on the grass-root level. ESCAPE was acting as 
a voice of people, helping them to gain access to public services. But as the ‘Care for Survivors’ de-
partment came across gaps in the official system, they began to discuss these gaps with the relevant 
officials. As the team leader of the training department pointed out, this was mainly possible because of 
the relationships that were building, as ESCAPE staff interacted with the officials during the individual 
cases. The initial goal was achieving a more child-friendly court system. Towards this goal, ESCAPE was 
meeting with organizations representing the judiciary and lawyers, to press for changes in legislation 
and procedure. ESCAPE similarly continued to campaign for more child-friendly procedures at police 
stations and other places where affected children had to face the public. Moreover, in 1999 ESCAPE was 
at the forefront of the formation of the National Child Protection Authority (NCPA), which was set up 
by the government to look into the issues of children. Finally, to this day, ESCAPE work closely with the 
Department of Probation and Childcare, especially in giving training to probation officers and to all the 
Child Rights officers who are placed in Divisional Secretaries’ Offices. In this way, they have targeted the 
political level by lobbying policy makers, in sectors, which have direct impact on the work of ESCAPE.

As described, ESCAPE only recently developed an advocacy strategy containing four focal points (see 
page 13). As these goals were formulated, it became evident to the staff at ESCAPE, that there was a 
need for specifically targeting policy makers at a national level. Thus, the goals were recently presented 
to the newly appointed Minister of Child Development during a meeting, which was made possible due 
to the changes in government (see section ‘Child Abuse and Neglect in Sri Lanka’). Over time, engaging 
in advocacy has proven to require skills, time, and resources beyond what the people, working directly 
with the children, are able to deliver in the midst of their busy schedule. Consequently, ESCAPE founded 
their own advocacy department by employing an advocacy officer. Meanwhile, in the latest strategic plan 
of LEADS, advocacy was presented as one of five interventional strategies underlying the activities of 
LEADS. Thus, the next step for ESCAPE is to determine how best to coordinate the advocacy strategies 
and initiatives of ESCAPE and LEADS. 
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DOCUMENTING THE HOLISTIC APPROACH OF ESCAPE
To sum up what we have learned about the holistic approach of ESCAPE, it can be illustrated in the 
following way (figure 3). 

When employing a holistic approach, there is a basic assumption that the work done in one area will af-
fect work done in other areas. Thus, the different departments of ESCAPE are interconnected, they can-
not be separated, and when they are working together; ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’.
 
Part of documenting the holistic approach of ESCAPE, is also to reflect on the outcomes of applying a 
holistic approach. The common goal of ESCAPE is to ‘respond to child abuse and bring child protection 
on the agenda in the different communities of Sri Lanka’. It is beyond the scope of this study to give a 
comprehensive answer to whether this overall goal is achieved. The complexity of the work calls for 
external evaluations focusing on the results and outcomes, as they are experienced by the children, the 
parents, the professionals, the officials, and the politicians who come into contact with ESCAPE on a 
daily basis. 

In 2013, one external evaluation was conducted, focusing on the program objectives of ESCAPE imple-
mented over the recent funding cycle of 2011 January - 2012 December (Dhammapala 2013). In this 
report, the effectiveness of the rehabilitation services for survivors of child abuse and the capacity to 

Figure 3: The holistic approach of ESCAPE
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reintegrate the children into their normal routine was evaluated (i.e. the activities related to the ‘Care 
for survivors department’). The findings revealed that there was an exceedingly high quality of support 
extended to the children. In particular, the family follow-up service provided a sense of continuity and 
relationship, which both children and their families valued (Dhammapala 2013, p.2).  

The life situations of the large majority of children interviewed for the evaluation (11/13 or 84%) had 
improved since the time of referral. This was not purely based on reported reduction in symptoms of 
distress and trauma, but also considered their current living arrangements (whether these were sup-
portive and safe environments) and being engaged in activities leading towards a positive future. Almost 
all families valued the support from staff and communicated a sense of respect and partnership with 
support staff. It was apparent that follow up care offered positive parenting skills as well as linking fam-
ilies to other practical and economic resources (Dhammapala 2013, p.2). 

Similarly, an external evaluation of the activities related to the ‘training department’ is planned to be 
carried out in 2016. 

Finally, we would like to reflect on the results of the holistic approach of ESCAPE, by referring to a con-
versation we had with a magistrate of the Juvenile Court of Colombo, who has known ESCAPE since 
2010 and have referred several children to them over the years. She explained how she saw a huge need 
for the services offered by ESCAPE; especially the fact that ESCAPE offers more than just counselling. 
She pointed out, that the work of the FFU-officers and the training department was very important in 
order to prevent abuse from happening in the first place. Moreover, she emphasized that the demand for 
this kind of service, is very high in Sri Lanka. In her opinion, every district in Sri Lanka should have a ser-
vice similar to ESCAPE, providing residential care as well as therapy and prevention-oriented services.

16 year old girl’s recount of her current situation and her support from the FFU worker:

“...It is you who gave me the courage to utter the words ‘mother’. If not for you, I would not have a life... you 
have lighted up half my life. You gave me very good advice. Yet I don’t know if darkness may fall on my life 
again. I know you will not let me return to the darkness.... I will need you in my future too Miss”  (Dham-
mapala 2013, p.15)

Mother of 12 year old boy, attending ESCAPEs Badulla regional center:

“I have received so much help from these ladies (Counsellor/ FFW) to help me change my thinking […] 
I used to hit my child to try and discipline him [the child engaged in many antisocial behaviours having 
witnessed abuse of his sister] ... I have learned better methods to discipline him and our relationship has 
improved. He does not do those things now. He is attending school”  (Dhammapala 2013, p.13)
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20 YEARS OF SERVICE – WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED? 
WHERE ARE WE HEADED?
Looking back at the 20 years of service, which ESCAPE has offered to Sri Lanka, there are a lot of les-
sons that can be passed on. We asked each of the respondents what kind of advice they would pass on, if 
another organization was to take on the work with abused children. Here are some of their responses:
 • Do a thorough analysis of the context and adapt your project accordingly
 • “DO NO HARM”-principle
 • Focus more on the quality of the project than on the quantity (e.g. Kedella would not work  
  if it had 35 children instead of 16) 
 • As an organization, working with child abuse, it is important to have a Child Protection Policy 
  in place, establishing firm and clear boundaries within the organization
 • Have good supervision for the staff and a safe work environment, where the staff-members  
  know they have someone to come to - someone who will build them up mentally, professionally
  and personally – even if they have made a mistake.
 • A healthy balance between confidentiality and transparency. Confidentiality about the issues of a
  specific child/family – but transparency within the multidisciplinary team.
 • Always have the best interest of the child in mind.
 • Must have an idea of the context – in-depth knowledge of exactly how things work in the   
  particular context.
 • Healthy balance between empathy/sympathy – do not get too emotionally involved, as it can  
  cause more harm than good.
 • When applying a holistic approach, effective communication between the different staff, carrying
  out different aspects of the work, is essential.
 • Collect information about what other organizations are doing; what has been done and how?

Many of these comments also point to some of the plans and hopes that the ESCAPE management and 
staff have for the future of ESCAPE. These can be summed up as follows:
 • Scale up on working directly with the community development projects of LEADS, in order to be 
  able to prevent abuse related to poverty. 
 • Add more child participation in the projects – specifically in advocacy and project-planning.  
  “Consulting children on their view and mobilizing them in the child protection projects, is   
  something we would like to look into. But as of now, we need more knowledge and capacity to be
  able to do that - in order to “do no harm”.
 • Replicating the services in the other regions of Sri Lanka.
 • Pushing the national government to take more responsibility and allocate more resources  to
  this line of work.
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CONCLUSION – AUTHORS NOTE
When it comes to implementing a holistic approach to child sexual abuse in Sri Lanka, ESCAPE must 
be said to have come a long way. There is still room for development, for example in linking ESCAPE 
closer to the community development department in LEADS - providing the opportunity to balance 
the psychosocial and physical aspects of development even further; an initiative, which is already taking 
form. In this study, we have mainly focused on the positive outcomes of applying a holistic approach. 
However, it seems only fair to ask, whether there could be any drawbacks or negative outcomes from 
applying a holistic approach to child development. The obvious answer might be, that it can be very 
difficult to determine where and when to set the boundaries of what one organization has the capacity 
to deliver. Within the holistic approach, there always seems to be more, that one can do to approach a 
specific problem. Nevertheless, this is where the role of advocacy and networking with other organi-
zations come into play. As it was explained by the CEO of LEADS, LEADS advocate for the politicians 
and decision makers to take the issue of child abuse seriously, and allocate public resources to combat 
these issues. In doing so, they use their own approach as a model for replication. Moreover, they use 
their networks with other organizations, to help their clients to get access to services, which they pre-
viously did not know about. For example, when it comes to vocational training; ESCAPE does not pro-
vide vocational training, but they have just started referring children to other organizations, who does 
that. Another drawback might be that at a first glance, a holistic approach may seem like a rather costly 
approach. The focus is on the quality, and less on the quantity. To get funding for this kind of approach, 
in a world focused on numbers and effectiveness, it is important to be able to explain and point to the 
added value of applying a holistic approach. One may say that you need to be able to show just how ‘the 
whole is greater than the sum of its parts’. We hope that the present report has been helpful in that 
regard. And if you should be interested in continuing the dialogue, please do not hesitate to contacts us 
(contact information available in annex 4).
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ANNEX 1: OVERVIEW OF OPERATIONS IN CARE FOR 
SURVIVORS DEPARTMENT
The illustration follows a child through the organization from referral to discharge. 

Figure 4: Overview of operations in ESCAPE
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Referral process

Anyone can refer a child to ESCAPE (probation and childcare and legislative authorities, parents, guard-
ians or teachers trained by ESCAPE, doctors, religious organizations and institutions, people who have 
seen an advertisement or who know ESCAPE personally, or via the ESCAPE hotline). When officials 
refer, they send a formal referral letter or a court order. But in many cases people call and make an 
appointment, or even walk in from the street to make a first appointment. The child is usually not part 
of this first appointment, they are provided with a safe place to play, draw, or read.

Inclusion-criteria

 • Therapy at Head Office: A child under the age of 18, who has been subject to abuse in broad  
  terms: sexual, physical, or emotional abuse or neglect. 
 • Respite Home: A child under the age of 19, who has been subject to sexual abuse.   
 • Family follow-up: A child who receives therapy at Head Office or Respite home, and who need  
  support with legal aspects, family-related issues, issues related to CDCs, or other social issues. 

DISCRIPTION OF OPERATIONS 
1st session
At the first session with guardian the assessment form is filled out.

Therapy
 Weekly or bi weekly counselling and therapy provided for the child by a counsellor or psychologist 
(also known as case manager).

Family follow up
Sessions conducted with the family/immediate guardian of the child at the head office or by visiting 
the relevant home and institution.

Case review
A discussion meeting with the case manager and the Family worker on the progress of the child and 
the next course of action.

Legal support
The child and family given legal support in a case where the family decides to proceed with a court 
case regarding the abuse. 
 
Discharged
The child and family has returned to a level of normalcy after the incident of abuse and ready to 
move on without any further support. 

*If court order the case must go back to court for final assessment.
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Operational procedures at head office and respite home

 • During the first appointment (with admin assistant, or whoever is available) the guardian provides 
  general information about the child and the issue. Based on this information the teamleader de- 
  cides who will take on the case.  
 • During the first three weeks, the child receives weekly therapy. From then on, the therapy is  
  reduced to two times a month. 
 • Once a month, the case of the child is discussed at the weekly review meetings at the head  
  office (involving all Psychologists, FFU-officers and the therapeutic care worker from Kedella). 
 • Once a month, the Psychologist administers an assessment form, examining the level of problems 
  experienced by the child (covering behavioral, emotional, and educational problems, addiction, 
  sickness, sexuality issues, and other more general problems). Along with the monthly case review 
  meetings and the clinical opinion of the therapist, these serve as basis for deciding how to proceed 
  with the case and whether to discharge the child.

Criteria for discharge

 • After first session: If the inclusion criteria are not met. (E.g. if a child is referred because of  
  learning difficulties only, if a child is referred because there is a request from the family to meet  
  the basic needs of the family, if an adult is referred)
 • Therapy at Head Office: the child will be discharged after a min. of 6 sessions, when the child  
  is perceived to be able to cope and face challenges which may arise in the future. 
 • Respite Home: the child will be discharged after a min. of 6 weeks, when the child is perceived 
  to be able to cope and face challenges which may arise in the future. However, in a  few cases, a 
  child can be done with therapy, but will have to wait for arrangements regarding more perm- 
  nent living conditions to be made, before being able to move out from the Respite  Home.  
 • Family Follow-up: the child can stay in contact with their FFU-officer after discard from therapy. 
  This will usually happen in cases where there is an ongoing court case and the child will be 
  discharged from family follow-up, when the court case is over. 

In all of these cases, when a child is referred by a court order, the child cannot be discharged, before the 
case can be heard at a new court hearing. When it is not a court order, the child or their guardian can 
decide to stop the therapy at any given time.

Memory Camp

Every other year, a camp called “Memory Camp” is organized for all the children who have been in 
contact with ESCAPE since the last camp. 
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Badulla Regional Center

At the regional center in Badulla operations varies from those of the Head Office in the following ways:
 • Inclusion criteria: A child under the age of 18, who had been subject to sexual abuse.
 • Therapy: the child receives counselling once a month.
 • Case-review meetings are held with Badulla staff and supervisor from Colombo.
 • There is no respite home in the Badulla region. But because of the distance, only few children  
  from the Badulla region are referred for residential counselling at Kedella.
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ANNEX 2: AN OVERVIEW OF WAYS TO GET INVOLVED 
IN THE VISION
Help us find more long-term partners, who can sustain ESCAPE financially!!!
 • Do you work in or know of a company who are looking for meaningful projects to support  
  through CSR? Don’t hesitate to contact us, we would love to come and share the vision.
 • Denmark: www.assist-denmark.dk - michelle@assist-denmark.dk
 • Sri Lanka: www.leads.dk - leads@leads.lk

Support ESCAPE financially by:
 • World Wide: Donating directly to LEADS 

 • Bank: Standard Chartered Bank (Address: No.585, Galle Road, Colombo 06. Sri Lanka)   
  Account No: 01–1195271-05 (ESCAPE)
 • In Denmark: Donating through Assist (mark your contribution: “Sri Lanka” - 100% of you   
  contribution is forwarded to ESCAPE – if you want your donation to be tax deductible, please  
  provide your CPR number).
 • MobilePay: +45 6088 4567
 • Bank transfer: Reg.: 2700 - Account number: 8478 936 053

Spread the word:
 • Share this report with your network
 • Like us on facebook: “LEADS” and “Assist Denmark”.
 • Use and share our web-pages: 
 • www.leads.lk
 • www.assist-denmark.dk

Become a member of Assist:
 • By becoming a member of Assist, you show potential donors that you support what we are  
  doing. This helps us, when we apply for funding to the work of ESCAPE.     
  Register here: http://www.assist-denmark.dk/index.php?id=blivmedlem.

Contact information of ESCAPE:
  ESCAPE
  25 Hospital Road 
  Dehiwela 10350, Colombo
  E-mail: leads@leads.lk
  Phone: + 94 11 4954 111
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ANNEX 3: AN OVERVIEW OF ESCAPE RESOURCES
Over the years, ESCAPE has been involved in producing a range of resources for child caregivers and 
children, to help protect the children and prevent them from being abused. 
 • A children’s protection booklet entitled ‘Staying Safe’ has been produced and is available in  
  Tamil, Sinhala and English. (billed) This book serves the purpose to educate children   
  (pre-teens and teens) on how to stay safe and how to identify and report abuse.
 • Two videos, one in Sinhala and one in Tamil, entitled ‘My Body Belongs to Me’. The video   
  contains the message of “my body belongs to me alone” and this is done through a   
  melodious song. This is primarily suited for pre-teens but younger children and adults too   
  can benefit from it.

 • My body belongs to me Poster (a poster of a little girl and a boy wearing swimming suits on a  
  beach. This was design to display at the ELCs, so that the children who sees it during their   
  time at the ELC will remember the important message of “My body belongs to me”)
 • A set of flash cards that can be used for very young children (pre- and primary school age, 3-6  
  years). This is a colorful picture story that focuses on delivering the message of the importance  
  of children protecting their bodies from unnatural touch. 
 • Pre-school teacher training-manual (ISBN-number)
 • Awareness booklet for parents (The booklet is colorful, easy to read and understand, and has  
  appropriate pictures to assist even a parent who could not read fluently. Printed in Sinhala &  
  Tamil, it focuses on informing parents about child sexual abuse). 
 • “The Voice of Children” (a document highlighting and exposing the reality of the situations  
  exciting in residential child care centers and recommendations on steps to be taken to change  
  a child development center into a child friendly institution) 
 • “Code of Ethics” for child development centers
 • “Happy Home” poster
 • Legal Handbook (A booklet promoting child friendly procedures, appropriate systems and   
  improved facilities for survivors of CSA. It compiles legal material relevant for layers dealing  
  with CSA and points out challenges in the legal system).
 • Posters and stickers for awareness campaigns
 • ESCAPEs Child Protection Policy (billede). 
 • “Kedella” - Residential therapeutic centre: An Evaluation of the Educational Program and   
  Administrative Procedures from 2013 (Evaluation report on Kedella, by Tamara Handy &   
  Roshan Dhammapala)
 • Evaluation report on advocacy initiatives.

If you are interested in these resources, please contact us. See www.leads.lk for current contact details.
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